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ABSTRACT 

This study recognizes the importance of persistence of students in higher 

education and explores the contribution that a first-year experience course has on an 

urban college in Grand Rapids, Michigan. The purpose of this study was to acquire 

student and faculty perceptions of the most important curricular topics of a first-year 

experience course that led to student persistence. Research has shown that first-year 

experience courses contribute to student success and increased persistence.  Further, the 

current challenging economic conditions, changing student demographics, and 

heightened focus on accountability may require community colleges to become more 

strategic in addressing student success and persistence.  

This qualitative study examined perceptions of persisted new and experienced 

students and faculty who have experience with College Learning Studies (CLS100) 

course. The study design was predicated on one central question: What are the primary 

curricular elements of CLS100 that have contributed to new and experienced students’ 

persistence at Grand Rapids Community College (GRCC)?  Four secondary research 

questions addressed whether or not differences in perceptions exist between new and 

experienced students and between students and faculty about which CLS100 elements 

lead to student persistence, what elements may make it less meaningful, and what is 

missing that might enhance course meaningfulness. 
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Categories of themes, generated through an inductive analysis of focus group 

transcripts and facilitator notes produced from these interviews, resulted in these five 

categories: Social Integration, Academic Integration, College Services Integration, Skill 

Development, and Academic and Career Planning. These categories were then compared 

with the CLS100 learning outcomes during deductive analysis. Overall, the completion of 

CLS100 appeared to influence the participants’ academic successes. Most participants 

gave overwhelmingly positive responses regarding benefits acquired from CLS100. The 

study suggests that CLS100 is effective for students. 

Community colleges attract large numbers of first-year students with diverse 

needs; however, little research has been conducted on first-year programming that 

contributes to student success and persistence. The bulk of prior research has taken place 

in four-year settings using quantitative methodology. This study not only informs further 

development of the CLS100 curriculum at GRCC, it also suggests implications for the 

larger academic community regarding first-year experience courses and their curricula at 

the community college.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION OF THE STUDY 

Introduction 

The American community college dates back to the early years of the twentieth 

century (Cohen & Brawer, 2008). Community colleges were first titled as junior colleges 

until the early 1940s (Cohen, et al., 2008).  Many community colleges started as 

extensions of high school with an emphasis on transfer to a four-year institution and 

liberal arts education (Townsend & Bragg, 2006).  However, as the purpose of junior 

colleges became much more comprehensive and public funds were secured, the 

institutional title was changed to community colleges during the 1970s (Cohen, et al., 

2008).  

The historical mission of community colleges has always been to provide 

universal access to an affordable education beyond high school (Myran, 2009). However, 

after World War II, federal and state policies started the gradual shift to enhance the 

mission of the higher education system of junior colleges, later titled community colleges 

(Townsend & Bragg, 2006). The GI Bill of Rights was enacted in 1944 which greatly 

impacted college enrollment post-World War II as it provided educational opportunities 

for service men and women. However, it was President Harry Truman’s 1947 

Commission on Higher Education, known as the Zook Commission, which marked a 
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transformation of higher education to become more inclusive and provided that there 

must be community-based colleges to serve local educational needs.  It was the Zook 

Commission that advocated for community colleges to be the mechanism to enhance 

access to higher education (Townsend, et al., 2006). The most crucial impact of the 1947 

Commission report was to provide equality for all students through access and financial 

support.    

Joliet Junior College, located in Illinois, was the first junior college to open its 

doors in 1901 (Townsend, et al.).  Townsend, et al. (2006), in their community college 

research, indicated that university leaders William Rainey Harper, University of Chicago 

and David Starr Jordan, Stanford University, urged that junior colleges were conceived as 

a contrivance to take the burden off universities to educate freshman and sophomore 

students. The goal upon completion of a student’s first two years of college was to either 

transfer to a four-year institution or exit community college with enough requisite skills 

to acquire viable employment. The mission of community colleges has evolved since the 

first two-year college opened its doors over 100 years ago. In addition to the traditional 

open access mission, community colleges are now inclusive of a substantial body of 

developmental and adult basic education programs.    

Community colleges play a significant role in serving students who desire a post-

secondary education.  Since the first junior college opened its doors in 1901, 100 million 

students have been served (American Association of Community Colleges [AACC], 

2013). The American Association of Community Colleges (AACC) reports that there are 

1,166 community colleges in the United States and in 2009 community colleges enrolled 

thirteen million students, with eight million representing credit students and five million 
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non-credit students (AACC, 2012). The primary credentials community colleges grant are 

certificates and associate’s degrees.  In academic year 2008-09, community colleges 

conferred 630,000 associate’s degrees and granted 425,000 certificates (AACC, 2012). 

Community colleges are appealing to students as they offer open admissions, 

affordable tuition, convenient locations, flexible scheduling and a wide variety of 

academic programs and support services. Because of their open admissions, community 

colleges serve a higher population of students that have a low level of academic 

preparedness, undecided majors, multiple risk factors or lack of personal commitment 

toward goal completion. Kane and Rouse (1999) stated, “community colleges have 

traditionally striven to increase access to higher education through an open admissions 

policy, often not even requiring a high school diploma – and low, or no, tuition (p. 64).”  

All of the factors associated with open access result in low rates of retention, persistence 

and completion at community colleges during a time of heightened accountability 

standards. 

According to Achieving the Dream, community colleges enroll nearly half of all 

United States undergraduates and fewer than half of these students complete their goal of 

acquiring a certificate or degree within six years. (Achieving the Dream, n.d.). According 

to the American College Testing (ACT) Program, average retention trends at two-year 

colleges between 1982-2010, freshman to sophomore years, was 56 percent and 

completion rates for those who graduated in three years or fewer was 28 percent. The 

average retention rate at four-year colleges or universities was 68 percent and graduation 

rate of five years or fewer was 60 percent (ACT, 2012).  These figures clearly indicate 

that two-year institutions are lagging far behind their four-year counterparts in regards to 
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persistence and completion of their student population. At the same time, there are 

considerable differences in the needs of these respective populations. Although these 

numbers have fluctuated over the years, little or no improvement has been realized at 

community colleges since ACT began tracking the numbers in 1983.  

The historical open access mission of community colleges contributes to high 

levels of departure, most notably during the first-year of college.  Many studies find that 

entering a community college rather than a four-year institution significantly lowers the 

probability that a student will attain a baccalaureate degree (Pascarella and Terenzini, 

1991, Dougherty, 1987). Why do these students enroll at community colleges but not 

stay?  Students start and stop attending post-secondary education for a variety of reasons.  

The reasons students do not succeed range from lack of personal commitment, academic 

preparation, inability to socially integrate, intellectual demands, external personal 

demands and lack of institutional fit (Myran, 2009).  

To properly understand the scope of student success as it relates to persistence, 

retention and completion, it must first be defined. Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges & 

Hayek (2006) broadly defines student success as “academic achievement, engagement in 

educationally purposeful activities, satisfaction, acquisition of desired knowledge, skills 

and competencies, persistence, attainment of educational objectives, and post-college 

performance (p. 7).”  This comprehensive definition of student success creates tension for 

community college leaders to determine best practices and policies that contribute toward 

student success all the while wanting to remain committed to the historical open access 

mission.  
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Importance of Persistence in Community College 

The open access mission of community colleges has not been without criticism. 

The criticism has been most particularly around the question of accountability. 

Community college persistence and attrition have been the subjects of considerable 

research over the past forty years with little improvement. Today, persistence and 

retention as it relates to completion is at the forefront of state and national accountability 

standards. Higher learning has taken on a new importance in today’s knowledge society 

as the push for high quality degrees became prevalent in 2009 with the announcement of 

President Obama’s National Graduation Initiative.  Higher education has been challenged 

to double the number of degrees conferred by 2020; and community colleges have, for 

the first time in their history, been touted by the President as the educational system that 

could ultimately get the nation to that goal (Office of Social Innovation and Civic 

Participation [OSICP], 2012).  

Since their inception, community colleges have seen a shift in student 

demographics raising additional concerns with persistence, retention and completion. The 

shift in community college student demographics has been realized in the area of 

developmental education. With open access, comes ease of student admission but that is 

not to say that all students are ready to enter post-secondary education. More than half of 

students who enter community colleges are required to take at least one remediation 

course to prepare them for college level work (Scott-Layton, 2011).  Further, the Center 

for Community College Student Engagement’s (CCSSE) A Matter of Degrees report 

(2012) indicates that 72 percent of students who took placement tests needed 

developmental education in at least one area.  Byrk and Toch (2012) stated that 60 

percent of entering community college students are required to take at least one 
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developmental education course, while 70 percent of those enrolled in those courses do 

not complete them. The impact of non-completion causes these students’ college careers 

to end before it even gets started. 

Without dedicated resources, proper academic programming and student services, 

an increase in persistence rates will not be obtained. As important as persistence is, ACT 

indicates that only 59.5 percent of institutions possess a position that is responsible for 

persistence and related student success services (ACT, 2010). Despite years of research 

and implementation of persistence efforts, there are still areas that are not understood 

about the complex processes that lead to a student’s decision-making process to depart an 

institution or the entire higher education system.  A deeper assessment of student learning 

both in and outside the classroom is central to obtaining a deeper understanding of 

institutional effectiveness.  Keeling, Wall, Underhile & Dungy (2008) propose that 

“assessments of learning focus on the effectiveness of the institution, not just the ability 

of students… (p. 4).”   

If this country is going to meet President Obama’s 2020 college graduation 

initiative, an estimated 10 million more Americans between the ages of twenty-five and 

thirty-four will need to earn a two or four-year degree according to the U.S. Department 

of Education (Amario, 2012).  This estimate proves that educational institutions are 

facing a daunting task, especially given that a great amount of attention and effort has 

already been focused toward this initiative to reducing attrition and improving the 

persistence and success rates of their students.  An assessment of past attempts to 

improve student success needs to take place at the institutional level in order to make 

necessary changes to move the completion needle. “It is incumbent upon individual 
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institutions to develop interventions that are suitable for their student populations, 

improve the quality of the learning experience and support their educational missions 

(Andrade, 2008, p. 485).”  Keeling, et al. (2008) stated that “assessment is a means; not 

an end (p. 5)” and utilizing assessment as a tool, institutions accomplish important 

purposes and goals toward enhancing student success. 

Persistence Research and Theory 

There has been an abundant amount of research conducted for over 40 years on 

various topics that contribute toward student departure behaviors and their decision-

making processes.  The leading studies conducted that have led to the development of 

theoretical models of college student attrition, persistence and completion were led by 

Spady (1970, 1971), Tinto (1975, 1993, 2012), Pascarella (1980), Bean and Metzner 

(1985), Astin (1984), Pascarella & Terenzini (1991), and Braxton (2000).  These studies 

provide an understanding of attrition and characteristics that impact a student’s decision 

to leave college. However, further research is necessary to make multiple connections 

between student behaviors, institutional and classroom experiences toward understanding 

the “departure puzzle” (Braxton, Sullivan and Johnson, 1997) in order to improve 

persistence and completion rates especially at two-year institutions. Summers (2003) 

indicated that multivariate studies are continuing to identify the intricacies of student 

academic outcomes as they relate to a host of student characteristics.  

The lowest persistence rates at community colleges occur during the first-year of 

a two-year college experience.  There is overwhelming evidence that student success is 

determined by experiences during the first-year (Noel, Levitz, Saluri & Associates, 

1985).  According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2006), the percentage 
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distribution of those high school students beginning their community college experience 

in 2003-04 was 42.2 percent overall with no degree obtained and no longer enrolled at 

first institution. Of those who began in 2003-04, only 27.2 percent were still retained at 

the first institution and yet no degree was acquired as of 2006 (National Center for 

Education Statistics, 2012). However, according to the AACC (n.d.), half of the students 

who receive a baccalaureate degree attended a community college. 

There has been significant attention given to first-year college students in the past 

two decades with the number of issues facing higher education (Schnell, Louis, Doetkott, 

2003).  With awareness heightened on the importance of the first-year of college, many 

institutions of higher education are implementing first-year experience courses (also 

known as freshman seminars, first-year orientations, first-year seminars) to intentionally 

have a system to acclimate, incorporate, prepare and persist first-year students.   

First-Year Experience Courses 

First-year experience courses are defined as “a means of integrating students both 

academically and socially during the first-year of college” (Schnell, et al., 2003, pg.54). 

The history of first-year experience courses has been traced back to the 1880s and these 

courses have grown in popularity; Barefoot, Warnock, Dickinson, Richardson, and 

Roberts reported in 1998 that more than 70 percent of accredited undergraduate 

institutions offer a similar course (as cited by Schnell, et al., 2003).    

A 1991 study conducted by Kangas interviewed students who withdrew and 

found that 71 percent of them considered leaving in the first four weeks of the semester 

(Cohen & Brawer, 2008). Researchers are continually seeking to uncover the reasons 

students decide to leave, especially during that first semester or year of college in order to 
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build appropriate early intervention strategies. Andrade (2007) shared the insight of John 

Gardner who believed that it is essential for leaders to know the importance of the first-

year of college as the transitional year that sets the foundation for subsequent years of a 

student’s college career.   

Researchers Bean and Metzner (1980) and Tinto (1993) indicated that social 

integration into college life is a mechanism to improve persistence. Social integration 

pertains to the similarity between the student and institutional social systems (Braxton, 

Hirschy & McClendon, 2004).  Additional research by Bean  & Metzner (1985), 

Pascarella and Terenzini (1991), Braxton (2000) and Summers (2003) stated that there 

are multiple variables that contribute to student attrition beyond social integration 

including academic, intent, background, psychological, and environmental variables. 

Astin’s (1984) theory of student involvement research included institutional 

programming by looking at program or policy effectiveness.  The goals of first-year 

experience courses strongly support these research theories through assimilation into the 

institution both socially and academically. 

Institutions that take persistence, completion and student success seriously are 

implementing programs and services that support students; especially first-year 

experience courses. A national survey conducted by the National Resource Center for 

First-Year Experience and Students in Transition indicates that over 80 percent (n=629) 

of participating institutions offer first-year experience courses (NRC, 2004). These 

programs should be substantial and have large impact, and should not be used as a 

solution for a small percentage of students. According to a 2010 study by ACT, one of 

the top three practices that make the greatest contribution toward persistence is the 
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freshman for-credit seminar as indicated by the top 10 percent of the respondents.  It 

should be noted that this is a substantial indication of the importance of first-year 

experience courses as these respondents had a pool of 94 best practices from which to 

select (ACT, 2010).   

There have been many studies conducted that conclude that first-year experience 

courses do lead to student success. A study conducted on 1,700 students from 1991-1994 

at a Midwest University indicated significantly greater graduation rates for those enrolled 

in a first-year seminar (Schenell, et al., 2003).  A similar study conducted by Boudreau & 

Kromrey (1994) found a positive relationship between the completion of a freshman 

seminar course and college persistence and graduation. Although there have been many 

studies conducted on the effect of first-year seminars, very little research has been 

conducted on community college students or an analysis of the effectiveness of these 

courses (Andrade, 2007). 

Importance of a Higher Education 

When students decide to stop attending college, both the student and the 

institution are affected. Students who leave with college credit prior to graduating may 

not fully understand their missed opportunities. These students may have their personal 

goals, aspirations, self-esteem and earnings potential hampered by non-completion. 

Employment rates increase as an individual continues his/her education.  A National 

Center for Education Statistics (NCES) 2010 report indicates that young adults between 

the ages of twenty-five and thirty-four with at least a bachelor's degree had a full-time 

employment rate that was over 30 percent higher than that of their peers who had not 

completed high school, 74 percent versus 41 percent (National Center for Educational 



 11 

Statistics [NCES], 2012). NCES research also indicated the earnings potential of an 

educated individual increases vastly the higher the degree conferred by reporting that in 

2010 young adults with a bachelor's degree earned 114 percent more than young adults 

without a high school diploma or its equivalent, 50 percent more than high school 

completers, and 22 percent more than those with an associate’s degree (NCES, 2012). 

In addition to low unemployment rates and higher earnings, students encounter 

increased intrinsic rewards through the acquisition of a higher education. These 

intrinsic rewards can be found through the increased social and intellectual capacities of 

an educated person.  In addition, higher education impacts the social, emotional, moral 

and personal growth of students. These non-monetary values of acquiring a higher 

education fulfill the ability for a student to grow their whole person and become model 

citizens. “An educated citizenry is an asset to society, that economic, social, and 

psychological benefits accrue to people who have been to college… (Cohen, A.M. & 

Associates, 1975, p. 25).” 

At the institutional level, poor success or persistence rates can impact the 

reputation of the organization, have financial consequences and create an accountability 

risk. Communities may suffer, as non-completers may not acquire the necessary skills or 

credentials to enter the workforce.  Attrition touches institutions on a multitude of levels 

as well as the communities they serve. With heightened accountability, institutional 

leaders must find appropriate intervention strategies that focus on persistence and student 

success.   
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Statement of the Problem 

Enrollment in post-secondary institutions has been on the rise. Between 2000 and 

2010, undergraduate enrollment in degree-granting postsecondary institutions increased 

by 37 percent, from 13.2 million to 18.1 million students. Projections indicate that 

undergraduate enrollment will continue to increase, reaching 20.6 million students in 

2021 (National Center for Education Statistics, 2006).  Although enrollment is on the 

rise, student completion rates are not. Less than half of community college students reach 

their goal within six years after beginning college (National Center for Education 

Statistics, 2006).  All of this attrition is costly to institutions. To complicate matters, 

institutions are now beginning to be held accountable for the completion agenda through 

performance based funding. Performance funding finances in public higher education 

institutions are based on outcomes such as persistence, course and degree completion and 

job placement rather than inputs such as enrollment (Dougherty,  K.J., Natow, R.S., 

2009). 

 There is strong evidence that community college students are confused and 

overwhelmed with navigating the higher education system (Scott-Clayton, 2011).  

Further complicating matters, community college students encounter personal barriers 

toward academic success.  Myran (2009) stated that community college leaders must 

understand these barriers in order to take action where a positive impact can be made on 

institutional policies and practices to enhance a student’s ability to succeed.   

Enrollment plays a significant role in institutional budgets so high attrition wreaks 

havoc on balancing budgets.  Further, as higher education budgets are diminished at the 

local, state and national levels, community colleges are now forced to evaluate business 

and operating strategies as they work toward improving accountability and completion 
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metrics all the while holding true to the historical missions of community colleges. This 

evaluation process requires assessment of all programs and services to determine what to 

fund and what to discontinue.  Assessment is necessary to shift funds to support the 

programs and services that help meet these new metrics facing community colleges and 

move the completion needle.  

Although enrollment numbers are critical to the finances of colleges and 

universities, more energy must be placed on persistence strategies and not recruitment 

activities. Tinto (1987) clearly cautioned leaders when placing energies into recruitment 

activities. He recommended that institutions devote energy and resources in 

implementing persistence strategies.  As competition heightens in higher education with a 

variety of instructional modalities, locations and academic programming, institutional 

leaders must restrain themselves from focusing on increasing enrollment through 

recruitment efforts but rather toward understanding and implementing strategies that 

retain students toward completing their goals. 

Although extensive research has been conducted on the overarching topics of 

retention, attrition, persistence and drop-out rates at colleges and universities, still little 

is known about the impact at the institutional level, particularly within community 

colleges and first-year experience courses. “A much more rigorous research agenda 

focused on community college students is needed to inform and evaluate future actions” 

(Goldrick-Rab, S., 2010, p. 454). 

Purpose of the Study  

The purpose of this study is to gain an understanding of the short-term and long-

term benefits of a first-year experience course curriculum at an urban community college 
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in Michigan as it relates to student persistence.  Perceptions of both students and faculty 

on the first-year experience course curriculum as it contributes to student success will be 

investigated.  Studies have recognized greater similarities rather than differences between 

the experiences and perceptions of students who continue to pursue their educational 

goals and of those who leave.  With this new lens, the need has been established to 

examine reasons for leaving through understanding the factors that influenced students to 

remain (Glogowska, Young, Lockyer, 2007).   

The central characteristic of qualitative research is the allowance of individuals to 

construct their own realities within their social worlds (Merriam, 2009).  Merriam (2009) 

further stated that qualitative researchers find purpose to “understand how people make 

sense of their lives and their experiences (p. 23).”  Because the focus of the study is on 

how students and faculty construct their own meaning of experiences with Grand Rapids 

Community College’s first-year experience course, College Learning Studies (CLS100) 

curriculum, a constructivist epistemology became the guiding principle to inform the 

development of the research questions and methodology.  

Research Questions 

The design of this study was predicated on one central question:  What are the 

primary curricular elements of CLS100 that have contributed to new and experienced 

student’s persistence at Grand Rapids Community College (GRCC)?  For the purpose of 

this study new students are defined as: students who took first-year experience course, 

CLS100, and persisted to the next semester. The new students in this study are first time 

community college students who successfully completed CLS100 fall 2012 and persisted 

to the winter 2013 semester. Experienced students are defined as: students who took first-
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year experience course, CLS100, and persisted for one or more years at GRCC. The 

experienced students are first time community college students who successfully 

completed CLS100 during or before the fall 2011 semester and remained enrolled fall 

2012.  

The following are the sub questions for this study: 

1. Are there differences in the perceptions of new and experienced students 

about what topics taught in CLS100 curriculum contributed toward their 

ability to persist? 

2. How do students and faculty differ in their perceptions of the topics of the 

CLS100 curriculum that contribute toward student persistence?  

3. What do faculty and students perceive to be present in the CLS100 curriculum 

that make it less meaningful?  

4. What do faculty and students perceive to be missing in the CLS100 

curriculum to make it more meaningful? 

Theoretical Framework 

This study was based on the belief that the students and faculty had unique and 

individual experiences with the College Learning Studies (CLS100) curriculum. Their 

construction of their own knowledge about CLS100 course effectiveness that led to 

student persistence was the focus of the research study.   Their construction of knowledge 

may have occurred through cognitive or psychological Constructivism (i.e.: individually) 

or through social Constructivism (i.e.: interaction with others) as it relates to the CLS100 

course.  By utilizing a constructivist epistemological approach to this qualitative study 
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the researcher was allowed to examine the perceptions that students and faculty 

constructed for themselves after their experience with the CLS100 curriculum. 

The primary method of research was focus group interviews. Since the study is 

analyzing mainly a community college course it is important to bring in information from 

individuals that have had exposure to and experience with the course. The use of focus 

group interviews allowed the researcher to collect data on a topic from a group of people 

who have knowledge or experience of the topic (Merriam, 2009). Further, Constructivism 

allows for meaning to be constructed in and out of interaction between human beings and 

their world (Crotty, 1998). The richness of a participant’s experience with the CLS100 

curriculum is derived through the social integration of a focus group.  Participants were 

able to share their personal perceptions and experiences that resulted in their construct of 

meaningfulness with the CLS100 curriculum. Crotty (2003) stated that Constructionism 

claims that as human beings engage with the world they are interpreting they then are 

they then able to construct meanings. The secondary method of research was to cross 

analyze student and faculty perceptions to the stated CLS100 course outcomes. It is 

through this cross comparison that the researcher was further able to answer the research 

questions.  

Significance of the Study 

 Student persistence and success are at the forefront of several national initiatives 

and community colleges have been deemed the institutions of choice to help fulfill these 

completion agendas. There are many national initiatives such as Lumina Foundation’s 

Achieving the Dream initiative, Bill and Malinda Gates Foundation Completion by 

Design, Walmart Foundation PRESS (Persistence, Retention and Student Success) 
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Program and AACC’s Reclaiming the American Dream 21st Century Initiative all striving 

to have a part in meeting the Obama Administration’s 2020 American Graduation 

Initiative. 

As discovered by Townsend, et al. (2006), many studies have found that entering 

community college students, rather than their counterparts at universities, have 

significantly lower probability of attaining a baccalaureate degree; Dougherty, 1994 

along with Pascarella and Terenzini, 1991 are two studies that support this theory. The 

community college student on average had an attainment rate of 11 to 19 percent lower 

than four-year college peers. Further, Tinto (2012) stated that less than one-third of 

entering community college students will acquire their associate’s degree within a period 

of six years.  Tinto (2001) also stated that community college students will only acquire a 

certificate, associate’s or bachelor’s degree at the rate of 40 percent.  

Although community colleges have experienced tremendous increases in 

enrollment and have made vast strides in providing access and opportunity to higher 

education, very little has been done to improve student success or college completion. 

Cohen, et al. (1975) indicated that colleges would do better to focus on no growth and 

utilize energy to improve the population they currently have. Swail (2006) shared the 

outcome of an interview with Kuh stating, “putting educational effective policies and 

practices in place benefit students in terms of their learning and various institutional 

bottom lines including graduation rates and tuition revenues (Swail, 2006).”  Graduation 

rates at community colleges have remained less than 50 percent for decades. Improving 

these rates will take time, energy, understanding, commitment and courage to change.  

First and foremost, leaders must understand current institutional policies, practices, 
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services and programming as well as student outcome data prior to making changes.  

Benchmarking of best practices should also be conducted.  Through this deeper dive into 

the current institutional practices in comparison to external best practices, leaders will be 

better suited to make informed programming and service decisions to assist with 

improved persistence and success rates. 

The first area of significance in this study is the analysis of the first-year 

experience curriculum.  An assessment of the curriculum provides an opportunity to 

evaluate its effectiveness toward student success (Keeling, et al., 2008).  Although first-

year experience courses are one of the most popular persistence programs, research 

indicates that these courses may have a common purpose but vary greatly in delivery, 

characteristics, student outcomes and curricula.  Andrade (2008) states that first-year 

experience courses hold the same purpose for acclimating student into the institution and 

skill development, the characteristics of the course vary in course objectives, class size, 

content, grading and assessments. To date, very little research has been conducted on 

what content should be placed in a first-year experience course curriculum or on the 

student experience within such courses.   

 Mechur-Karp (2011) stated that an area that needs further research is the 

connection between student perceptions to their academic outcomes. Students typically 

have little influence on course design or institutional support systems. Students do, 

however, have the right to withdraw from the institution and therefore possess the power 

to sabotage strategies that are intended to improve institutional rates of persistence 

(Glogowska, et al., 2007). Glogowska, et al. (2007) further indicated that strategies 

cannot be effective without inclusion of the student experience; the only way to do this is 
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through research that “listens to the student voice and incorporates student perspectives 

(p. 75).”  

This research project took place at GRCC in the city of Grand Rapids in the State 

of Michigan during the timeframe of November through December, 2012. Through focus 

group interviews with faculty, the pedagogy utilized in the CLS100 course was analyzed 

to decipher similarities and differences. These focus group interviews with faculty further 

functioned to ascertain what key elements within the curriculum have led to student 

persistence at GRCC. A comparative analysis was conducted to assess the differences in 

perception between students and faculty of the CLS100 curriculum as they contribute to 

persistence of new and experienced students. Finally, this study analyzed related course 

syllabi to determine if the stated learning outcomes are evident and embedded into the 

curriculum.  

The second area of significance in this qualitative study is that it was conducted at 

a community college. Most research on student success resides with four-year institutions 

where quantitative methodology was utilized. Hoyt (1999) stated, “Extensive research 

has been conducted on retention in higher education…most of the research, however, has 

been conducted at four-year colleges and universities rather than community colleges (p. 

51).” Persistence and retention theories combine pre-existing characteristics, external 

forces and institutional factors as the main drivers toward persistence in post-secondary 

education (Bean & Metzner, 1985, Tinto, 1993).  Mechur-Karp (2011) states that these 

theories, particularly Tinto’s are the “dominant frame through which researchers and 

practitioners view student success, but they provide little guidance for community 

colleges (p. 1).” Student behavior and decision-making at community colleges are 
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potentially different and worthy of exploration.  This study will embark on analyzing 

community college student persistence utilizing qualitative research methodology 

through focus group interviews and syllabi analysis. 

The final area of significance is that the results of this study can inform GRCC 

leaders and educators through case study methodology around student persistence as they 

relate to the curriculum utilized in College Learning Studies (CLS100). The abundant 

amount of literature on student success can inform decisions; however, it is important for 

leaders to fully understand what works for the students enrolled at their particular 

institution.  Jenkins (2006) stated that there has been little rigorous research on 

institutional effectiveness in community colleges as it relates to the promotion of student 

success.  By acquiring a deeper understanding of the topics perceived as most important 

as described by both students and faculty can benefit college administrators and faculty in 

enhancing the current curriculum. Tight (2004) suggested a need to examine students’ 

perspectives on courses and support systems to determine if they are actually working in 

the ways they were designed.  This study took into account these various elements toward 

determining the effectiveness of the CLS100 curriculum to enhance student success at 

GRCC.  Finally, the results of this study provide GRCC leaders and educators with value 

added data to make an informed decision to support whether to mandate this course for 

all entering freshman to enhance student success.  

Limitations 

There are numerous limitations with this research study. First, there may be 

concern of the researcher’s ability to set aside biases through the creation, collection and 

analysis of data as an employee and former instructor of CLS100 for Grand Rapids 
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Community College. Second, the students who participated in the study did so voluntarily 

as well as took CLS100 voluntarily.  Third, this study only analyzed one Michigan 

community college around student persistence based on a first-year experience course; 

therefore, result generalizability to other community colleges may not be possible.  Yin 

(2009) indicated that this limitation also raises concerns about the ability for scientific 

generalization. Fourth, the study only analyzed those students who successfully 

completed the course. Therefore, there are limitations in not comparing the experience 

with students who have not taken the course as well as with those who did not successful 

complete the course. Finally, the research project involved one case, GRCC in the city of 

Grand Rapids in the State of Michigan that was bound by place and by time.   

Definition of Terms  

 The primary focus of this study was to determine the most effective aspects of a 

first-year experience course curriculum as it relates to persistence and student success. 

The following are key terms utilized in this study:  

Affordable –The ability for a student to financially support tuition, fees and 

related educational costs. 

Attrition – A student’s departure from an institution and possibly from the entire 

higher education system. 

Barriers – Factors that prevent or impact a student’s abilities to begin, retain and 

complete a higher education. 

CLS100 – College Learning Studies, a first-year experience course at Grand 

Rapids Community College in the State of Michigan. 

Completion Agenda – institutional persistence, transfer and completion rates. 
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Commuter – A non-residential student. 

Drop outs – A former student who chooses to stop attending higher education. 

Experienced Student – Student who took the first-year experience course, 

CLS100, and persisted for one or more years at GRCC. The experienced students are first 

time community college students who successfully completed CLS100 during or before 

the fall 2011 semester and remained enrolled in fall 2012.  

First-Year Experience Course –  A course designed to acclimate a student to the 

social and academic aspects of an institution during their freshman or first-year in 

college. Also known as freshman seminars, first-year seminars, freshman success course, 

freshman experience course, extended orientations and student success seminar. 

GRCC –  Grand Rapids Community College 

New Student – Student who took first-year experience course, CLS100, and 

persisted the next semester. The new students in this study are first time community 

college students who successfully completed CLS100 fall 2012 and persisted to the 

winter 2013 semester. 

Non-Completers –  A student enrolled at an institution but does not complete a 

declared program of study and does not re-enroll. 

Open Access – In this study, the term open access (or open-door, open admission, 

open door of educational opportunity) shall be defined as “a set of principles and ideas, a 

philosophy on which the community college is founded. The open door as a philosophy 

founded on the faith that everyone can, through education, achieve their academic, career, 

and other life goals” (Myran, 2009, p. 1).   
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Persistence – Continuous enrollment by students enrolled in higher education 

until educational goal is attained or degree completion.  

Retention – A student who completes their degree program or fulfills goal 

attainment at the institution. 

Stop outs – A student enrolled in higher education but stops attending for a period 

of time but returns to higher education. 

System Departure – A student who leaves an institution and does not re-enroll at 

another institution, resulting in an exit from the entire system of higher education.  

Two-Year Community College –  In this study, the terms two-year college and 

community college are defined as “any institution accredited to award the Associate’s in 

Arts or Associate’s in Science as its highest degree” (Cohen, et al., 2008, p. 5). 

Organization of the Study 

 Chapter 1 introduced the research problem, significance and purpose of the study, 

research methodology as well as provided a glossary of terms relevant to the study. 

Chapter 2 consists of a literature review that provides a history of community colleges, 

community college faculty and students, review of attrition and persistence research 

conducted in community colleges as well as first-year experience courses. Chapter 3 

provides the methodology section for the study, which includes: a definition of mixed 

methods research including case studies as a qualitative method of inquiry to focus 

groups, artifact and document analysis; an overview of the research site and participants, 

as well as a description of the data collection and analysis. Chapter 3 also discusses the 

role of the researcher. Chapter 4 provides post-prospectus methodology including 
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execution of the study. Chapter 5 summarizes the findings and their importance as well as 

discusses applicability to departure research and theories. 

Summary 

 This chapter provided information on student enrollment and attrition rates 

impacting our nation’s community colleges. Also addressed in this chapter was the 

positive impact of first-year experience course on student success. The researcher 

addressed the limitations in the literature around studies dedicated to understanding 

community college student success. Finally, this chapter outlined the theoretical 

framework of this study and provided a detailed outline of the chapters.    

 

 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

 

Introduction  

 
This chapter presents literature regarding first-year experience courses, their 

curricula and impact on community college students. The research questions to be 

addressed reside around the perceptions of both faculty and students of the necessary 

skills acquired in a first-year experience course that led to students’ ability to persist. This 

literature review provides a clear indication why these research questions need analysis as 

well as illustrates the lack of literature relative to first-year experience course content at 

community colleges.  Additionally, this chapter provides an overview of the community 

college mission in higher education, factors relevant to community college student 

persistence and why these institutions should focus more attention on first-year 

experience courses. 

Community Colleges  

History. Community colleges have a relatively brief history compared to 

universities with the first public two-year college opening in 1901.  Community college 

missions also vary a great deal from their university peers. Myran (2009) stated, “from 

the beginning of the public community college movement in Joliet, Illinois, in 1901, the 
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principle of universal, low-cost access to education beyond high school was established 

(p. 2).” Cohen, et al. (2008) defined community college as “any institution regionally 

accredited to award an associate in arts or the associate in science as its highest degree (p. 

5).”   

There are two main historical events that have taken place to dramatically impact 

community college education. First, in 1944 with the passage of the GI Bill of Rights, 

this afforded World War II veterans the opportunity to pursue post-secondary education. 

The second phenomenon that took place was the enactment of the Truman Commission 

in 1947 by President Truman. This Commission “called for a national network of low-

cost, comprehensive colleges to serve the education needs of local communities (Myran, 

2009, p. 2).” The Commission Report is deemed to be the reason for large scale, rapid 

growth of junior colleges and is instrumental in granting equal educational opportunities 

throughout the United States.  

Cohen, et al. (2008) stated the increase of community colleges took place in the 

twentieth century with the growth of secondary enrollments. The growth rate of both 

secondary schools and colleges tapered off during the 1970s but increased again in the 

1990s according to Cohen, et al. (2008).  Many questioned why community colleges were 

considered to be the vehicle to provide post-secondary education. Cohen, et al. (2008) 

stated that the main reason for this consideration was because many prominent nineteenth 

and early twentieth century educators wanted universities to stop offering freshman and 

sophomore classes and referred students for those courses to the junior colleges. 

Townsend, et al. (2006) further pointed out that providing access to a baccalaureate 

degree was an early role of the two-year college.   
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Structure, size, and scope. Although community colleges started as small home 

town, place-based organizations that enabled students to prepare for transfer to a four-

year institution, the community college mission has greatly expanded today to service a 

wide variety of community and student needs. The American Association of Community 

Colleges (AACC) stated that although the two-year movement focused on establishing 

post-secondary educational opportunities in neighborhoods, the expansion of community 

colleges now provides students the ability to commute to these institutions within an one-

hour timeframe resulting in the shift away from the original neighborhood concept 

(AACC, 2012). Further, the AACC stated that students can acquire an associate’s degree 

fully on-line at 41 percent of all public community colleges (AACC, 2012).  Although 

there is a broadening of the geographic regions as well as pedagogical formatting of 

community colleges, there is still great pride taken in serving the communities for which 

they reside. 

Community colleges come in a variety of formats including predominantly 

Hispanic or historically black colleges, tribal colleges/ predominantly Native American 

schools, women’s colleges and religious affiliate colleges. Community colleges also vary 

greatly by size.  Community College Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE), a 

nationally recognized leader in data collection and analysis of student engagement in 

community colleges, defines colleges by like institution size of small (up to 4,499 

students), medium (4,500-7,999 students), large (8,000-14,999 students) and extra-large 

(15,000 or greater students).   

The structure and programs offered at community colleges vary greatly across the 

country and are based on the needs and demands of the communities they serve. Cohen, 



 28 

et al. (2008) indicated that the collegiate function of community colleges is 

developmental education, continuing education, academic transfer, vocational and 

technical education and liberal arts. This comprehensive and expansive collegiate 

function of community colleges has been contested by many for over 30 years 

(Dougherty, 2004).  Today, this debate continues as these competing demands force 

community colleges to attempt to be all things to all people without infinite number of 

resources in a heightened time of accountability. 

Gleazer (1980) stated that community colleges can serve as the nexus of a 

community learning system as the respondent to the learning needs of a population.  

Although there are many facets of learning that can take place in a community, a 

community college presence provides an avenue for credit or non-credit education, 

training, retraining or personal interest education.  Community colleges have historically 

also been seen as the conduit to employers through workforce training as well as to four-

year transfer institutions.  

Enrollment.  According to Townsend & Bragg in the ASHE Reader on 

Community Colleges (2006), the United States has approximately 1,200 community 

colleges that enroll roughly 40 percent of all students and approximately half of all 

students in post-secondary institutions. Further, the authors indicate that community 

colleges enroll approximately half of the all students from diverse racial and ethnic 

backgrounds.  The National Digest of Education Statistics reports that 599,817 

associate’s degrees were conferred by two-year degree granting institutions during the 

fall of 2009 (NCES, 2012). The Digest of Education Statistics reports that there are 
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7,521,406 enrolled in two-year degree granting institutions in the fall of 2009 (NCES, 

2012).  

Cost of attendance.  Historically, community colleges have been the cost 

effective gateway to the higher education platform for those who would have otherwise 

been denied access to such opportunities.  Students and parents believe that a higher 

education can be the key to economic success. Today, “community colleges play an 

important role in the U.S. economy, providing access to higher education for low-income 

young people, a path to higher earning employment for low-income workers, and a 

supply of well-trained employees for local industry (Bailey, Smith & Jenkins, 2001, p. 

1).”   

While it has never been more important to have a certificate, degree or a 

credential, it has also never been more expensive. Full-time tuition remained steady at 

under $100 per year when community colleges began and lasted throughout the 1950s 

and continued to slowly rise through the early 1980s. By 1987, tuition had nearly doubled 

to $700 and doubling again in 2000. In 2007, the average annual tuition cost was $2,361 

(Cohen, et al., 2008). According to AACC, in the academic year 2007-08, 46 percent of 

community college students funded their college education with some sort of aid (AACC, 

2012). With the rapid pace of rising tuition and fees to acquire a post-secondary 

education, students have taken on more and more debt. Education is an investment for 

students and calls for institutions to implement institutional practices and programs to 

support student persistence toward achieving their goals.  

Finance. The necessity of community colleges to increase tuition revenue is a 

result in a shift from a reliance on local and state aid in their funding formulas. 
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Historically, property taxes provided the highest portion of income for community 

colleges; however, the recent economic downturn has impacted this level of funding 

dramatically. In 1918, public community colleges possessed 94 percent of local funds as 

income in comparison to 20 percent in the year 2000 (Cohen, et al., 2008).  Cohen, et al. 

(2008) provided for the various funding streams in the year 2000 as: Tuition and fees 20 

percent, Federal six percent, State 45 percent, Local 20 percent, Private Gifts one percent, 

Sales/Service five percent and other 4 percent.  This shift and reduction in funding 

sources has caused community college leaders to make decisions to place the 

responsibility of balancing institutional budgets on the shoulders of students and their 

families. Further, institutional leaders are now seeking to implement strategies to assist 

with budget balancing through improved persistence and graduation rates. 

Persistence, transfer, and graduation rates. Community colleges have a variety 

of mission and vision statements but the common denominator for these institutions is to 

provide students with an education and learning process that leads to successful 

completion of their personal goal.  In order to fulfill this role, student persistence is 

crucial. Community college student persistence has remained at less than 50 percent for 

decades and leaders of these institutions continue to grapple with why students are not 

successful.  

Community colleges play a vital role in transfer preparation to four-year 

institutions. Mullin (2012) states that 28 percent of bachelor’s degree earners started at a 

community college and 47 percent took at least one course at a community college. 

Although transfer preparation is an inherent role of the community college it does not go 

without dispute. Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) stated that research has consistently 
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shown that when a student begins at a community college and are then compared with 

students with similar characteristics who begin at a four-year institution, the four-year 

students are more likely to complete a baccalaureate degree. Dougherty (2004) indicated 

that students who begin at two-year institutions are discouraged from pursuing a 

baccalaureate degree because they have to transfer to a separate institution with different 

academic standards.  Because of all of this criticism, critics contend that community 

colleges do not serve those students well who start at the institution and intend to transfer 

to the four-year institution to complete a four-year degree due to their lack of persistence.  

Although persistence, transfer and graduation rates are highly criticized in higher 

education, community colleges receive the highest criticism. Community colleges are 

considered to be the access vehicle to higher education with their open access, low cost 

missions. This mission causes community colleges to serve students with highly diverse 

backgrounds, needs and academic abilities. As a result of this, today’s community 

colleges serve a larger portion of the underprepared student population through remedial 

education. Beyond remediation, community college students come with a multitude of 

other risk factors that contribute to students not completing their education.  More 

importantly, students arrive at the community college with a variety of goals in mind 

which do not always include the desire to graduate with an associate’s degree or transfer 

to a four-year institution. This results in inaccurate measurement of student persistence 

and completion data in community colleges. 

Institutions have developed an array of intervention strategies to increase 

persistence, transfer and graduation rates such as first-year experience courses and 

programs. A large body of literature indicates that first-year courses have a positive 
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impact on student academic and social integration, acquisition of higher grades and 

persistence (Porter and Swing, 2006). This study will analyze the curricular impact on 

student persistence of those who successfully completed a first-year experience course at 

an urban community college in Michigan.  In order to analyze the curricular impact it is 

important to understand the faculty and student perspectives. The next two sections 

outline the respective characteristics of both the community college faculty and students.  

Characteristics of Community College Faculty 

The primary responsibility of community college faculty is to teach, compared to 

the faculty at most four-year institutions whose emphasis is often conducting and 

publishing research. According to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) 

Digest of Education Statistics 2011 report, 78.4 percent of public two-year institution 

faculty members teach while 43.5 percent of faculty members do so at public four-year 

research institutions (Snyder and Dillow, 2012).  

Knapp, Kelly-Reid and Ginder (2012) reported in a National Center for Education 

Statistics (NCES) reports that there were 407,774 faculty whose roles were primarily 

instruction in fall 2011 at two-year institutions. This number respectively consisted of 

129,676 full-time and 278,098 part-time faculty members (Snyder and Dillow, 2012).  

Based on the fact that the primary role of community college faculty is to teach, 

substantiates the importance of incorporating perceptions of both full and part-time 

faculty into the curriculum of a first-year experience course. 

The Digest of Education Statistics (2011) reported that in 2003 the demographics 

of two-year institution full-time faculty represent 50.5 percent male and 49.5 percent 

female in 2003 according to NCES. Universities employed more full-time male faculty at 
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69.9 percent compared with than females who represented 30.1 percent in 2003.  The 

full-time faculty race/ethnicity in 2003 for community colleges was: white 80.9 percent, 

Black 6.9 percent, Hispanic 5.8 percent, Asian/Pacific Islander 4.2 percent and American 

Indian/Alaska Native 2.2 percent.  These race/ethnicity statistics closely mirror that of a 

four-year research institution except community colleges employ more full-time Black 

and Hispanic faculty (Snyder and Dillow, 2012)  

 Typically community college faculty possesses a Master’s degree; however, many 

in workforce development technical and career training programs possess a lesser degree 

but typically possess equivalent of occupational work experience. According to Cohen, et 

al. (2008), 19 percent of community college faculty possessed a doctorate degree, 63 

percent a master’s degree and 18 percent less than a bachelor’s degree in 2003.  

Characteristics of the Community College Student 

Community college students are distinct and possess unique characteristics in 

comparison to four-year university students. Students attend community colleges to 

acquire a certificate or an associate’s degree. Some colleges are accredited to offer 

baccalaureate degrees but that role is primarily held as a responsibility of four-year 

institutions.  

There are seven primary unique characteristics that represent the community 

college student.  These characteristics have changed over time resulting in a shift in the 

community college student profile. The first distinct characteristic according to Cohen & 

Brawer (2008) is gender. Historically, more men attended college and it was not until 

1978, did the number of women attending community exceed the number of men (Cohen, 
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2008). According to a 2009 report produced by the American Association of Community 

Colleges (AACC), 57 percent of the student population was female and 43 percent male.  

The second characteristic is enrollment status.  More community college students 

attend part-time than students at four-year universities. Community college students have 

competing agendas for their time requiring them to attend college less than full-time. 

According to the Community College Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE, 2012) A 

Matter of Degrees report, 59 percent of students attend college part-time while 42 percent 

of those students work 30 hours or more per week. Further, 37 percent of these part-time 

students spend eleven or more hours per week caring for dependents. Finally, AACC 

reports that thirteen percent of community college students are single parents (AACC, 

2012).   

The third characteristic as identified by Cohen and Brawer (2008) was student 

ability. Community colleges, due to their open access and affordable tuition, tend to serve 

the lower half of high school students. According to the CCSSE A Matter of Degrees 

report (2012), 66 percent of students need developmental work in at least one area. 

Remediation adds time to the rate of student completion.  Many developmental students 

are required to participate in supplemental instruction as well.  Additional support 

services, such as tutoring, may also be required. These additional support programs are 

scheduled outside of when the course typically meets, placing further demands on 

students’ limited time. Further, according to the American College Testing (ACT) 

Enrollment Management 2011 Trend report there were more than 1.6 million students of 

the high school graduating class of 2011 that took the ACT during high school and of 

those that did seventy-two percent of these students met at least one of the four College 



 35 

Readiness Benchmarks and 28 percent that meet none of the College Readiness 

Benchmarks. The report by ACT states that research shows that these students are less 

likely to enroll in college, persist over time or complete a degree program within six 

years (ACT, 2012).  Community college student ability is not only represented by 

underprepared students, but it can also be found in high achieving students. Therefore, 

community colleges also seek out high-ability students for participation in honors 

programs.  

The fourth unique community college student characteristic is ethnic minorities. 

Minority representation in community colleges has grown over the past few decades 

validating that the open access mission contributes to access for minority students.  

According to AACC, the ethnicity of community college students in 2009 was 54 percent 

white, 16 percent Hispanic, 14 percent Black, 6 percent Asian/Pacific Islander and 1 

percent Native American. Also, of the total community college enrollment, 42 percent of 

students are the first generation in their family to attend college (AACC, 2012). 

The fifth characteristic is age. According to AACC (2009), the average age of 

community college students is 28. However the population is very diverse in age as 39 

percent of students are under the age of 21, forty-five percent of students are between the 

ages of 22 and 39, and fifteen percent are 40 years or older. Research has shown that age 

is a contributing factor of the college experience. Many adult learners struggle to balance 

work and family responsibilities hindering them from integrating both socially and 

academically into the institution. A 2007 report by the Lumina Foundation states that 

“millions of adult students are seeking degrees in a system largely built for – and around 

– traditional students” (Pusser, et al., 2007, p. 7).  Further complicating matters, many 
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returning adults must take remedial education before they can begin college level work. 

The Council for Advancement of Adult Literacy (CAAL) estimated that there are 30-50 

million adults with low basic skills and of those approximately three million who enroll 

in adult basic education programs each year (Spadenberg, 2005).  

Persistence is the sixth unique characteristic of community college students.  

Because of the outside of the classroom priorities students possess, it necessitates that 

they balance priorities which can result in them leaving college before reaching their 

intended goals. Community college student persistence and completion rates have 

remained below fifty percent for several decades.  According to the CCSSE, A Matter of 

Degrees report (2012), only forty-five percent of students earn a degree or certificate 

within six years of beginning college (Center for Community College Student 

Engagement [CCCSE], 2012). Although this rate of completion is low, CCSSE reports 

that fifty-seven percent of students shared that they plan to complete a certificate 

program, seventy-nine percent plan to obtain an associate’s degree and seventy-three 

percent want to transfer to a four-year college or university (2012).  

  The seventh unique characteristic is that these students are often commuters to 

their higher education destination. By design, most community colleges are considered to 

be commuter schools, but this does not go without challenges for students. Commuting 

students as a group seem to be at particular risk for attrition (Noel, et al. 1985).  The 

reasons commuter students may be at particular risk are that there is less commitment to 

the institution and re-enrolling is more disruptive to their lives. Finally, all students are 

encountering increased tuition and fees, but the commuter student is also experiencing 

financial difficulties with transportation costs which can impede their ability to attend 
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class. According to the United States Energy Information Administration (EIA), the cost 

of a gallon of regular gasoline in May 2012 is $3.79, which equates to $45.48 for a 12-

gallon tank of gas. Commuter students are not only limited in their ability to integrate 

socially and academically into the institution, they also face additional expenses that 

residential students do not.  

Persistence Theory 

For several decades, researchers have tried to understand the factors that lead to 

academic failure in order to build a systematic method to predict and eliminate it. 

Numerous theorists have examined issues about what leads to student persistence and 

success. A seminal work on persistence models began with a connection to the Durkheim 

(1951) theory of suicide. Summers (2003) stated, “Durkheim essentially established that 

suicidal tendencies in individuals that were not socially or normatively integrated into 

their social systems increased (p. 66).”   

Summerskill 1962.  Summerskill (1962) observed that the definition of attrition 

rates have been variously defined as the percentage of students lost to a particular 

division within the college, the college as a whole or the entire educational system 

(Pantages & Creedon, 1978). Summerskill (1962) also stated that student drop out and 

non-dropout have been variously defined which creates concern for a study’s usefulness 

to other researchers and institutions.  Summerskill reviewed thirty-five attrition studies 

conducted over a forty-year period from 1913 to 1953. According to Summerskill, “the 

percentage of students lost over a four-year period has not changed significantly in four 

decades (Pantages, et al., p. 55).” He further claimed that these studies are criticized as 

they make no distinction between temporary or permanent withdrawal from college.  
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Spady 1970, 1971.  Spady (1970) presented a process of college student drop out 

that paralleled Durkheim’s theory of suicide; although it was not as drastic as suicide.  

Spady (1970) established an interdisciplinary approach between the individual student 

and the college environment in which the student attributes are exposed to influences, 

expectations and interactions.  In his initial model of student attrition, Spady proposed 

five independent variables. Four of these variables (grades, intellectual development, 

normative congruence and friendship support) identified by Spady (1970) inspire the fifth 

variable of social integration. Spady (1970) indicated that it is the social integration 

variable that is the link to Durkheim’s suicide model as it relates to the necessity of a 

student to have social systems. However, he stated that the relationship between social 

integration and dropout is indirect. Two intervening variables of satisfaction and 

institutional commitment are tangentially linked to the dependent variable of dropout 

decision in Spady’s 1970 model of student attrition.  Spady’s (1971) revised model is 

based on the findings of the 1970 study. The revised model was based on a study that 

tested the utility of the theoretical 1970 Spady model and was conducted on 683 first-year 

undergraduates at the University of Chicago in 1965.  In the 1971 Model, Spady kept true 

to the original model but added one element. Based on the findings of the 1970 study, 

Spady noted the importance of relationships and therefore, incorporated structural 

relations as a condition of friendship support into the 1970 revised model.  

Tinto 1975, 1987, 1993.  Tinto (1975) connected on the theoretical model 

proposed by Durkheim (1951) and built on the Spady (1970) model. Tinto believed that 

student integration into the academic and social life of the college contributes to the 

degree for which a student stays in college.  Tinto contended that multiple variables of 
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individual background characteristics, initial commitments and interaction with peers and 

faculty contribute to a student’s integration both socially and academically. Tinto is 

believed to be the leader on student attrition and several studies have confirmed his 

integration theory (Pascarella & Chapman, 1983). Tinto’s 1975 model accounted only for 

voluntary departure within a single institution. Therefore, Tinto (1993) himself stated that 

it “is not a systems model of departure (p. 112).”   

Tinto (1987) in his book Leaving College: Rethinking the Causes and Cures of 

Student Attrition revised his original theory by incorporating the work of Van Gennep’s 

(1960), a Dutch anthropologist, who studied the transition from youth to adulthood.  Van 

Gennep identified three stages of movement as separation, transition, and incorporation. 

Tinto extends Van Gennep’s stages to the process through which college students 

establish membership in the communities of a college or university and it relates to early 

student departure (Elkins, Braxton, & James, 2000). Tinto suggested that students do not 

know how to navigate the passages of college, resulting in low student persistence.   

Tinto (1993) revised his original model by adding “…adjustment, difficulty, 

incongruence, isolation, finances, learning, and external obligations or commitments” as 

factors impacting student persistence (p.112). Within this revised model Tinto postulated 

that there are different levels of departure: individual and institutional.  Tinto stated that 

intention and commitment are the primary causes individuals to leave college. Intentions 

relate to why students chose to go to college as well as why a particular institution.  Not 

all students attend college with the intention of completing a degree, particularly 

community college students. Clarity and specificity of intentions is important to 

understand. Tinto found that three out of every four students experience some form of 
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uncertainty, especially during the first-year.  If a student does not come to college with 

specific intentions and is uncertain, the likelihood they will persist is low. Commitment is 

the second individual cause for departure. Commitment is defined as the student’s 

motivation or effort toward achieving a goal (Tinto, 1993). Often if students do not start 

with a goal in mind, a clear commitment to their educational goals or the institution, they 

will depart before completing.  

Tinto provided institutional effects as the second category of student departure. 

The reasons of adjustment, difficulty, incongruence and isolation are provided within the 

model.  Adjustment refers to ability for a student to get accustomed to the environment 

and experience. The second institutional reason a student departs, according to Tinto, is 

difficulty. Increased rigor of college contributes to students choosing to avoid failure by 

departing without putting forth the effort to meet academic standards. The third reason 

leading to student departure is in incongruence with the institution.  Tinto stated that 

incongruence means, “individuals perceive themselves at odds with the institution (p. 

50).”  He further indicated that lack of institutional fit also plays a role with respect to the 

needs of students, their interests and their preferences.  Finally, the role of isolation in 

student departure is based on the lack of social and academic integration a student 

encounters at an institution. Research has shown that frequent interaction between faculty 

and students can lead to increased persistence and success (Tinto, 1993).  

Beyond the two levels of individual and institutional, there are two external 

factors of finance and obligations that impede student persistence.  The cost of higher 

education is expensive and is considered to be one of the primary reasons students choose 

to begin their college careers at a community college. However, as tuition and fees 
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continue to rise and financial aid regulations increase, students may not be able to finance 

their education, resulting in their departure. Community college students have many 

obligations, which make up the second external factor that has an effect on student 

persistence. Some students may be working full-time, caring for a dependent, raising a 

family, etc., which can hinder them from being successful in college.  It is important to 

note that Tinto (1993) indicated that students depart on two levels (individual and 

institutional); however, decision-making can take place as a result of interplay between 

both levels in addition to the external factors noted above.  

Astin 1984.  Alexander Astin has been instrumental in conducting survey 

research on hundreds of thousands of students to understand why they drop out and what 

impact cultivation and involvement plays as a predictor of degree completion.  Astin 

theorized that student involvement while attending college has an effect on student 

success.  Astin’s Theory of Involvement (1984) postulated that in order to retain students 

the institution must involve students. Astin utilizes the term involvement to imply a 

student behavior component. At this state in development, Astin’s Involvement Theory 

has five basic postulates:  

1. Involvement refers to the investment of physical and physiological energy. 

2. Involvement occurs along a continuum. 

3. Involvement has both quantitative and qualitative features. 

4. The amount of student learning and personal development is directly 

proportional to the quality and quantity of student involvement. 

5. The effectiveness of any educational policy or practice is directly related to 

the capacity of that policy or practice to increase student involvement (p. 298). 
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Astin’s Theory of Student Involvement encouraged educators to focus less on what they 

do and more on what the student does. Astin strived to bring a deeper understanding for 

educators and administrators in regards to what motivates a student toward persistence. 

Astin’s theory broadened primary elements that support or impede student involvement 

to include academic and non-academic policies and practices. 

Chickering and Reisser 1993. Arthur W. Chickering is considered a leader in 

researching human development patterns as it informs policies and practices in higher 

education that lead to student success.  In his early work, Chickering followed Erik 

Erikson’s psychosocial model. Erickson (1959) believed in stages of development 

beyond childhood and focused on social context. Chickering and Reisser (1993) in the 

second edition of Education and Identity revise the original vectors (1969) and identify 

The Seven Vectors of Change as: 

1. Achieving Competence –utilizing own mind through intellectual, social and 

physical skills.  

2. Managing Emotions - ability to realize, comprehend and manage feelings.  

3. Developing Autonomy – ability to be self-sufficient.  

4. Establishing Identity – person’s competence, maturity, personal appearance and 

physical needs. 

5. Freeing Interpersonal Relationships – ability to develop healthy, mature 

relationships that provide both an appreciation and open-mindedness of others. 

6. Developing Purpose – ability to know where one is going, set, and explore goals. 
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7. Developing Integrity – student’s ability to know right from wrong, establish ethic, 

moral and value statements and moving away from self-interest to the interest of 

others. 

The authors believed that these seven vectors of student development contribute to 

students’ ability to be successful in college by developing their whole person and not 

simply their intellectual competence. Further, an individual’s vectors can be influenced 

by a multitude of environmental factors; and therefore, these authors believed that it is 

institution’s responsibility to establish mechanisms such as policy, practice, curriculum, 

relationships and service to assist with the development of these student vectors.  

Pascarella 1980; Pascarella and Chapman 1983; Pascarella and Terenzini 1991.  

Pascarella (1980) expanded on Tinto’s and Astin’s impact models and Chickering’s 

developmental models by developing a student/faculty interaction model. Pascarella 

(1980) took a position that there are outside factors that influence desirable educational 

outcomes. His research indicated that there is statistical significance when positive 

associations exist between student informal, non-class contact with faculty and 

educational outcomes as satisfaction with college, educational aspirations, intellectual 

and personal development, academic achievement and freshman to sophomore year 

persistence in college.  

In 1983, Pascarella and Chapman conducted a study on student background 

characteristics, institutional characteristics, academic and social integration and 

institutional and goal commitment at four-year residential and commuter institutions as 

well as two-year commuter institutions to test the validity of Tinto’s (1975) framework. 

The analyses were conducted on 2,326 freshmen from eleven postsecondary institutions. 
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In general, the results support the predictive validity of the model but suggested that 

differences in patterns of influence existed based on institution type.  The differences 

were identified in social and academic integration type. “Social integration played a 

stronger role in influencing persistence at four-year, primarily residential institutions, 

while academic integration was more important at two and four-year, primarily commuter 

institutions (p. 87).” This test of Tinto’s model validated that there are differences 

between community college and university students as it relates to freshman year 

persistence. It further indicated that the utilization of Tinto’s single institution model fall 

short in fully understanding the differences of the community college and university 

student departure.  

Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) in their book How College Affects Students proposed 

that interaction with faculty and other institutional experiences impacts the student’s 

satisfaction with the institution as well as impacts first to second year persistence at the 

institution.  Pascarella and Terenzini demonstrated that consistent and positive 

interactions beyond the classroom with other college members are a prominent predictor 

of college persistence. These authors identified other factors that positively correlate with 

a student’s inability to persist, including; institution size, private versus public institution, 

gender, race, undergraduate grades, participation in extracurricular activities, and 

participation in orientation.   

Bean and Metzner 1985; Bean and Eaton 2001-2002. The Bean and Metzner 

(1980) model built on the student attrition process of Spady (1970), Tinto (1975) and 

Pascarella (1980) by adding the defining characteristic of non-traditional student social 

integration into the institution. Non-traditional students in this model are considered 
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older, part-time and commuter students. In their model, Bean and Metzner (1985) posit 

that there are four set of variables that lead to non-traditional students drop out decisions. 

These factors are academic performance, psychological outcomes, background and 

defining variables and environmental variables all transcending into a students’ intent to 

leave. All of these factors directly or indirectly compete with a student’s ability to remain 

in college. 

Bean and Eaton (2001-2002) review a psychological model of student retention. They 

identify the foundations of their model, where psychological processes of academic and 

social integration are present, as: 

1. Attitude behavior theory: linking beliefs and attitudes with behavior. 

2. Coping behavior theory: the ability to adjust to or ‘fit’ with an environment. 

3. Self-efficacy theory: an individual’s self-perception that they are capable of 

dealing with tasks and achieving desired outcomes. 

4. Attribution theory: wherein an individual has a strong sense of internal locus 

of control. 

The proposed Bean and Eaton (2001-2002) model suggests that students enter college 

with a complex set of characteristics and that during their various interactions with the 

institution their psychological state changes. Further, the model posited by Bean and 

Eaton (2001-2002) supports the importance of institution provisions for freshman 

seminars, learning communities or first-year experience courses to support student 

persistence. 

Braxton, Hirschy, and McClendon 2004.  Braxton, Sullivan and Johnson (1997) 

coined student departure as the “departure puzzle (p. v).”  These authors assessed the 
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empirical internal consistency of Tinto’s theory and found it in need of serious revision. 

The inductive theory construction conducted by Braxton, Hirschy and McClendon (2004) 

provided the foundation for the generation of new concepts and revisions of student 

departure. The revisions involve sixteen propositions, encapsulated into four categories. 

The categories to mitigate student departure are: 

1. Economic:  low costs of college attendance. 

2. Organizational:  student perceives that the institution is committed to the 

welfare of its students and exhibits integrity.  

3. Psychological: a student’s motivation to graduate, need for control in their 

life, belief in own efforts, self-awareness of their actions/decisions and need 

for affiliation. 

4. Sociological: aspects of a student’s parent’s educational level, support from 

others for college attendance, participation in learning communities and social 

engagement. 

This theory by Braxton, Hirschy, and McClendon (2004) was postulated on commuter 

institutions and may have no general applicability to all students in all institutions. 

 Many of the various persistence theories outlined above strongly correlate to the 

implementation of institutional strategies that lead to social and academic integration, 

high student touch points and assimilation. One such strategy is that of a first-year 

experience course or program which is outlined in depth in the next section. 

 

First-Year Experience Courses 

History. There is great history behind orientation courses in higher education. 

Upcraft, Gardner & Associates (1989) indicated that the process of orienting new 
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students to college began early in the history of higher education.  By 1930 it was 

estimated that one-third of colleges and universities offered an orientation course or 

program and the number of student participants grew to nine out of ten by 1938 (Upcraft, 

et al., 2005).  Boudrea & Kromrey (1994) stated that it was not until the 1970s and 1980s 

did the use of orientation courses become prevalent. In 2006, approximately 95 percent of 

four-year institutions in the United States offered such a course (Goodman, 2006). 

Not only is there a variety of styles of offering orientation programs there are also 

numerous types of programs. One such course is a first-year experience course.  In their 

book Challenging & Supporting The First-Year Student, Upcraft, Gardner, Barefoot and 

Associates (2005) stated, “most first-year seminars fit into one of five categories: 

extended orientation seminars, academic seminars with generally uniform content across 

sections, academic seminars on various topics, professional or discipline-linked seminars, 

or basic study seminar (p. 279).” Programs may also be targeted for a certain 

demographic, program or an entire cohort (Montgomery, Jeffs, Schlegel & Jones, 2002). 

These programs may also be mandatory or offered as an elective course.  

First-year experience courses have been part of academic curriculum at American 

colleges for over 100 years (University of South Carolina [USC], 2012). The most 

prominent and widely recognized first-year experience effort was South Carolina’s 

University 101 course, introduced in 1972. Gardner (1986) stated that the freshman year 

experience movement is built on a number of factors including the care of freshman, 

institutional finances, high school graduates, an aging faculty, declining liberal arts 

education, freshman as consumers, competition, retention and shifting freshman 

characteristics and demographics. 
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Purpose and structure. A majority of colleges and universities offer some form 

of a first-year experience course created to enhance student academic performance as 

well as retention and completion rates (Pascarella and Terenzini, 2005). Further, 

Goodman (2006) shared that the common goal of first-year experience courses is to 

increase academic performance and persistence through academic and social integration 

with the long-term goal to increased goal attainment. Typically first-year experience 

courses are offered to freshman in colleges or universities to help them in their transition 

from high school to college. Additionally, these courses also focus on guiding students to 

have a better understanding of themselves. Gardner (1986) indicated that the 

commonality in first-year experience courses is that they are a “deliberately designed 

attempt to provide a rite of passage in which students are supported, welcomed, 

celebrated, and ultimately (hopefully), assimilated (p. 266).”  

First-year experience courses can vary in structure from one institution to another 

and based on the type of institution. These courses can vary greatly from college to 

college, some operating as a traditional course while others are offered one-time at or 

before the start of their college career.  Not only are they offered as first-year courses, 

they are also offered in the second and third years of a student’s college experience as 

institutional leaders seek to retain students and improve their success at all levels.  

In order to promote student success Yorke and Longden (2004) stated, “a policy 

focused on student success in higher education through teaching, learning and 

assessment, and through institutional support services, is likely to lead to better retention 

than a focus on retention itself (p. 132).”  First-year experience courses integrate all 

facets of this policy spoken of by Yorke and Longden.  Tinto (1993) and others have 
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taken the viewpoint that institutions are likely to maximize their students’ chances of 

success if they pay particular attention to the first-year experience.  Pascarella and 

Terenzini (2005) have synthesized and abundant amount of research on first-year 

experience courses and found that there is substantial evidence indicating that first-year 

experience courses increase persistence from the first to second year of college 

(Goodman, 2006).  

There are strong indications that guiding students through their collegiate 

experience, with the proper support they need, leads to student success. Levitz, Noel & 

Richter (1999) described:  

Getting students started right on the path through the institution to graduation 
begins with anticipating and meeting their transition and adjustment needs when 
they enter.  Freshmen need a prevention plan. Intrusive, proactive strategies must 
be used to reach freshman before the students have an opportunity to experience 
the feelings of failure, disappointment, and confusion (p. 39). 
 
Barefoot (2000) expressed that students today are far different than when their 

faculty attended their undergraduate programs. She stated that the differences lie in 

“demographic, personal, academic, and social analysis (p. 13).” Barefoot (2000) further 

indicated that today’s students seriously lack institutional fit, but not of their own doing. 

Mechur-Karp (2011) further stated, “college success requires more than the ability to 

master college-level academic skills. Students must learn to navigate an unfamiliar 

campus, satisfy bureaucratic requirements and meet new expectations (p. 1).” Therefore, 

it is obligatory of institutional leaders to develop processes and courses that help guide 

students to success as students do not know what they do not know. To navigate college, 

students need to develop college know-how and the social norms of the postsecondary 
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environment; student success courses may be a useful and timely vehicle to accomplish 

this (Mechur-Karp, 2011).  

Yorke, et al. (2004) shared that Kuh warns against the power of institutional 

culture to influence academic outcomes by stating that when there is a diverse student 

body, some groups will more likely be comfortable with the institution than others.  

Culture plays a large role in acclimating students to overcome incongruence as noted by 

Tinto (1975, 1993) in order to gain institutional fit and social integration.  There are also 

sub-cultures that are present in academic departments that influence students.  

Maneuvering the culture and the systems within higher education can be a stumbling 

block for students; they must be taught how to properly manage themselves within this 

new environment.  

Because community college students are typically commuter students, they lack 

the time to socially and academically integrate into the institution resulting in a need for 

this connection to be made within the classroom.  The most important element to social 

and academic integration as noted by Tinto (1975, 1987, and 1993), Pantages and 

Creedon (1978), Pascarella (1980) and Chickering (1993) is relationships.  However, it is 

not only classroom engagement that matters to the developmental character of students, it 

is also resides within all areas of the college setting. Kuh, Schuh, Whitt & Associates 

(1991) speak to the necessity of creating environments that bring together classroom and 

out-of-classroom experiences. In this regard, Kuh (1993, 1995) has proven that out-of-

classroom experiences contribute to student development and learning.  

Curriculum. “Curriculum – its design and implementation – is a fundamental 

component of a college’s commitment to holistic student development (Braskamp, 
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Tautvetter and Ward, 2008, p. 28).”  Further, it is the curriculum that is considered to be 

the most important part of the sociocultural environment that helps guide a student to 

meet the desired learning outcomes and developmental goals (Braskamp, et al., 2008).  

Braxton (2000) espoused that curriculum structure and pedagogy invariably shape 

both student learning and persistence.  The multifaceted curriculum of a first-year 

experience course again is designed to guide a student through the transition process from 

high school to college. There are several approaches to first-year experience course 

curriculum that have developed over time, beginning with learning strategies model 

introduced by John Gardner at the University of South Carolina in 1972. This model 

“typically included instruction on study skills, textbook-reading skills, time management, 

note taking and test skills (Montgomery, et al., p. 60).” These authors stated that that 

these courses later included “metacognitive and self-regulation skills (p. 60).” In addition, 

these courses are designed to integrate the student both socially and academically into the 

institution with a desired result of persistence. Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) observed 

that first-year experience courses vary greatly including frequency, duration and class 

meeting times, content, pedagogy and structure; credit hours and grading; and whether 

the course was an elective. However, the element most common to first-year experience 

course is that they have a regularly scheduled meeting time with a specific instructor and 

are intended for new students. 

The objectives of the curriculum vary by course and institution type. According to 

the National Resource Center (2003), 63.5 percent of all institutions with first-year 

experience course indicated development of academic skills as a top course objective 

(National Resource Center [NRC], 2004).  Upcraft, et al. (2005) indicated that another 
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objective at the top of the list is “a commitment to easing the transition to college,” which 

has been one of the top areas of student persistence and success research (p. 283).”  

Gardner (1986) shared that the goals of the University 101 course at the University of 

South Carolina are to promote persistence as a derivative of accomplishing things such as 

extended orientation, survival skills, mentorship programs, career counseling, student 

life, develop students as consumers, diversity and culture. Other objectives of first-year 

experience course as noted by the National Resource Center (2002) are: career planning, 

development of critical thinking and study skills, orienting students to campus resources, 

policies and organizations, enhancing student-faculty and student-student interactions, 

personal growth and development and health education.  

Instruction.  The pedagogical approach to a first-year course is unique.  Upcraft, 

et al. (2005) stated:  

Since the content for first–year seminars is student centered, effective instruction 

in first-year seminars usually deviates from the traditional lecture format.  The 

very name seminar implies an active learning process, where teaching and 

learning functions are shared by the instructors and the students. Therefore, 

instructors must relinquish some of the traditional authority and control associated 

with teaching. Active learning strategies may include experiential learning 

techniques, collaborative learning, group projects, and oral presentations (p. 285). 

 
Gordon (1989) reported, “Many orientation courses are taught by student 

personnel staff, academic advisors, administrators, or other professional staff” and 

“faculty may be assigned to teach the course (p. 192).”  Upcraft, et al. (2005) stated that it 

is not typical for first-year experience courses to employ full-time faculty positions. If 
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full-time faculty members do teach the course, they typically reside in other departments 

on campus.  Upcraft, et al. (2005) further stated that more than any other academic 

course, first-year experience courses are taught by student affairs professionals and 

college administrators.  Finally, team teaching is a highly utilized approach for first-year 

seminars as well. Upcraft, et al. (2005) reports that 33 percent of campuses responding to 

the National Resource Center survey stated that the seminar is taught by teaching teams.  

Because of the unique approach of these courses, it must be understood that not 

all faculty will be effective in their teaching of this type of course. Therefore, it is 

necessary for academic administrators whose responsibility is to assign courses to faculty 

properly recruit, select and orient faculty charged with teaching first-year experience 

courses. The National Resource Center (2002) indicated that data from the 2000 National 

Survey of First-Year Seminar Programming indicate that 48 percent of institutions 

require instructor training prior to teaching a first-year seminar. Further, 76 percent of 

responding institutions offer professional development training to faculty (NRC, 2004).  

Assessment. Regional accrediting bodies evaluate an entire educational 

institution in terms of its mission and accredit the institution as a whole (Higher Learning 

Commission [HLC], 2012). Accreditation can also be program specific. The overarching 

responsibility of an accrediting body is to identify and measure specific academic 

outcomes to provide public certification to assure acceptable institutional quality for 

academic and support programs (HLC, 2012). The accreditation process also provides an 

opportunity for self-evaluation for academic and support program improvement.   

 The purpose of academic assessment is to improve practice and enhance 

curriculum.  Upcraft, et al. (2005) stated that first-year experience courses are challenged 
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by some constituents who believe that they are not real courses, which results in the 

continual search for evidence to support the positive impact these courses make on both 

the students and the institution itself. Further, the authors stated that some may argue 

first-year experience courses are perhaps the most assessed and measured of all 

undergraduate curricular interventions.  

The curricular assessment process allows for a structured analysis to determine 

the extent of intended learning through learning outcomes. Andrade (2008) indicated that 

the idea of assessing the effectiveness of first-year programming is well supported.  The 

author further stated that common assessment measures of first-year experience courses 

include persistence to the second year and graduation rate, involvement with peers and 

professors, participation in campus activities, use of support services, satisfaction with 

the institution and with faculty, improved academic abilities and grade point average. 

Cuseo (n.d.), in Assessment of the First-Year Experience: Six Significant 

Questions, stated that “FYE assessment efforts may have to be more intentionally 

designed for summative purposes in order to generate the type of value-added evidence 

that will support their program adoption and survival (Cuseo, n.d.).” Barefoot (2000) 

supported the purpose of Cuseo’s model in order to validate the importance of first-year 

experience course assessment.  Barefoot (2000) further stated that first-year experience 

courses are “a continuous battle for status within the academy…never becoming a 

central, sustainable part of the institution’s fabric. In addition, "First-year programs often 

have a single champion rather than a broad-based institutional support and operate with a 

minimal budget or no budget (p. 17).” However, it is through assessment outcomes that 
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resource allocations, a heightened focus on program needs as well as purpose validation 

are realized. 

Evidence of the effectiveness.  It was not until the early 1980s when the majority 

of the research on orientation courses began with a purpose to determine if any 

relationships existed between course completion and student retention and/or academic 

achievement (Boudreau, et al., 1994).  Today, there is an abundant amount of research 

that has been conducted to prove the positive impact first-year experience courses have 

on student persistence and success. 

Gardner (1986) provided a study over a twelve-year period of those who 

participated in the University of South Carolina’s University 101 freshman seminar 

course. This study noted that over a twelve-year period students who participated in the 

course had a higher rate of persistence than students than those that did not participate in 

the course.  In addition, high-risk students participating in the University 101 program 

had higher retention rates than students who were not high risk of pursuing degree 

(Gardner, 1986). 

Boudrea and Kromrey (1994) outlined a longitudinal study of the persistence, 

academic performance and graduation rates of participants of a freshman orientation 

course that was conducted at the University of South Florida. The total sample of the 

study consisted of 1,286 first-time college students who enrolled during consecutive fall 

semesters from 1987 through 1990. The results of the study concluded that the 

persistence rates were significantly higher for two of the four cohorts. Academic 

achievement was significantly better than that of non-participants for one cohort and a 

higher grade point average as well as amount the total number of credits completed.  
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Graduation rates were slightly higher but not statistically significant based on the total 

number of graduates being small within four years of the beginning semester of the first 

cohort.     

 Schnell, et al. (2003) conducted a study of 1,700 students to determine whether 

college graduation rates of entering students enrolled in a first-year experience course 

during academic years 1991 through 1994 at a public midwestern university significantly 

differed from those that did not enroll in the seminar. The longitudinal study found that 

students who enrolled in the first-year experience course graduated at a higher rate than 

those that did not enroll.  

 Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) synthesized more than forty additional studies on 

first-year experience course participants and found that they are more likely to graduate 

within four years than nonparticipants. These students were more likely to graduate at a 

rate of five to fifteen percentage points greater than those who did not take the seminar.  

Another study they conducted was based on random assignment of students to first-year 

seminars, found that re-enrollment for the second year of college was thirteen percentage 

points higher for the seminar participants (Goodman, 2006).   

 A more recent and larger scale study was conducted by the Community College 

Research Center using data from all 28 Florida community colleges (Zeidenberg, Jenkins, 

& Calcagno, 2007). This study tracked a cohort of students over seventeen terms and 

compared students who participated in a student success course (known as Student Life 

Skills, or SLS) with those who did not participate. The study found that students who 

were enrolled in SLS were more likely to be successful over a given time period, as 
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measured by credential completion, persistence in the college, and transfer to a four-year 

in the Florida State University system.   

 Cho and Mechur-Karp (2012) took the Florida study one step further to analyze 

students who took the course early in their college careers as well as the relationship 

between developmental placement and student success course enrollment at the Virginia 

Community College System (VCCS). There were 14,807 students who enrolled in three 

of the student success courses that were part of the study. Of this number, 9,517 or 62 

percent were enrolled in developmental education courses. “Being enrolled in a student 

success course has a positive and statistically significant association with all three of our 

outcomes (p. 11).”  Students enrolled in a student success course persisted by ten percent 

more into the second year than those who did not.  There is evidence that students who 

tested to even the lowest levels of developmental math were more likely to earn credits, 

college-level credits in particular, within the first-year if they enrolled in a student 

success course their first term. Further, these same students were more likely to persist 

into their second year.    

Summary 

This chapter provided an analysis of what makes community colleges and their 

faculty and students unique as well as a literature review of various persistence theories, 

first-year experience courses, instruction, curriculum and assessment. The chapter 

concluded with an abundant amount of research proving the relevance of first-year 

seminars as it relates to persistence and student success. 

While first-year experience courses have been at the forefront of an abundant 

amount of literature, it typically was founded in a four-year setting with four-year 
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institution students.  The research that has been conducted on first-year experience 

curriculum lacks the input of faculty and students who have experienced it. Further 

research is needed to determine what critical curricular components lead to community 

college student success, especially in community college settings.   

The next chapter focuses on the research methodology that attempted to answer 

the research questions of this study as outlined in Chapter 1. This chapter will provide 

detail about the population and sample, institutional review board approval, data 

collection and instrumentation, and data analysis of this study.   

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 

Introduction 

 
In this chapter the researcher provides the rationale for this qualitative study as 

well as the research setting, population, methodology, data collection and analysis that 

were utilized. The study is based on the concepts of persistence theories that can be 

incorporated into college success programs, particularly first-year experience courses.  

Although extensive research has been conducted on attrition, persistence and 

various orientation programs, a better understanding of why first-year experience 

programs or courses are beneficial in retaining students is necessary to inform college 

faculty and administration. Andrade (2007) stated that further research is needed to 

examine the effectiveness of first-year programs.  

Qualitative Approach 

This study employed qualitative research methods of focus group interviews with 

both students and faculty as well as document analysis with a purpose of gaining an 

understanding of the benefits of a first-year experience course at Grand Rapids 

Community College (GRCC) as it relates to student success, or persistence.   



 60 

The use of the single case study of GRCC allowed for data to be unearthed with 

the potential to inform decisions to be made by these institutional leaders and faculty.  

According to Schramm (1971), “the essence of a case study…, is that it tries to illuminate 

a decision or set of decisions; why they were taken, how they were implemented, and 

with what result (as cited by Yin with emphasis added, 2009, p. 17).”  Case study 

research allowed for those who had experience with the issue to make comment on their 

perceptions.  Yin (2009) stated that there are four applications to utilize case studies as 

evaluative research, they are: 

1. To explain the presumed causal links in real-life interventions that are too 

complex for the survey or experimental strategies. 

2. To describe an intervention and real-life context in which it occurred. 

3. To illustrate certain topics within an evaluation, in descriptive mode. 

4. To enlighten those situations in which the intervention being evaluated has 

no clear, single set of outcomes (p. 19-20).  

The primary methods of research were focus group interviews and syllabi review. 

Since the study analyzed mainly a community college course it is important to bring in 

information from individuals that have had exposure to and experience with the course. 

The use of focus group interviews allowed the researcher to collect data on a topic from a 

group of people who have knowledge and experience of the topic (Merriam, 2009).  This 

study analyzed the curricular perceptions of new and experienced students’ who have 

successfully completed a first-year experience course and had persisted. Additional 

perceptions were acquired through faculty interviews with those who have taught the 

first-year experience course, CLS100 at GRCC.  Merriam (2009) stated that focus groups 
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are best when the participants do not typically have the opportunity to converse about a 

topic.  Through the gathering of students and faculty to participate in the focus groups for 

this study, a deeper understanding around experiences, perceptions and attitudes was 

gained. This type of meaning is not acquired through quantitative methodology.  

Institutions have a responsibility to assess curriculum and student outcomes. 

Andrade (2008) indicated that monitoring or assessing students involves “data collection, 

examining program components and student learning (p. 486).” This study is significant 

as it allowed for student and faculty perceptions to be evaluated against the stated 

learning course outcomes toward making curricular changes or enhancements that lead to 

improved student success. In his overview of research into higher education, Tight (2004) 

refers to Silver and Silver’s observation on the scarceness of research that treats people as 

‘real people’ (1997).  Having entered the voices of relevant students and faculty into this 

study, powerful curricular changes could be made to increase institutional persistence and 

graduation rates. Further, by reviewing documents as evidence, the researcher was able to 

uncover meaning, develop understanding, and discover insights relevant to the research 

study (Merriam, 2009).  

Acquiring a deeper understanding of the topics perceived as most important by 

both students and faculty will benefit college administrators and faculty in enhancing the 

current curriculum as well as provide insight to determine if such a course should be 

mandatory for all entering first-time students to enhance persistence and completion rates 

at GRCC.   
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Purpose of the Study  

The purpose of this study is to acquire student and faculty perceptions on the 

curriculum of a first-year experience course, College Learning Studies (CLS100) that 

contributed to student persistence by a single institution, GRCC. This study was 

conducted on new and experienced students who successfully completed CLS100.  The 

definitions of new and experienced students are clarified as follows: 

New Student- Students who took the first-year experience course (CLS100) and 

persisted the next semester. The “new” students in this study are first-time community 

college students who successfully completed CLS100 fall 2012 and persisted to winter 

2013. 

Experienced Student- Students who took first-year experience course (CLS100) 

and persisted for one or more years. The “experienced” students are first-time community 

college students who successfully completed CLS100 in the fall 2011 (or before) 

semester and persisted to fall 2012.  

As with any course, the approved course learning outcomes should be embedded 

into the curriculum of the CLS100 course. Therefore, the research questions and 

methodology for this study were developed to acquire the perspective from study 

participants to view the relevance to student persistence. 

Finally, this study sought to understand the perception of the faculty that taught 

the course to determine if curricular changes should be made to enhance persistence rates. 

By acquiring deeper knowledge of how both students and faculty interpreted their 

experiences and attitude with CLS100 curriculum, this study contributed to the richness 

of understanding the beliefs of what precipitated student persistence as it related to this 

course. According to Zeidenberg, et al. (2007) “Despite the prevalence of [student 



 63 

success] courses at community colleges, little research has been conducted on their 

effectiveness (p. 1).”  

Research Questions 

The design of this study was predicated on one central question:  What are the 

primary curricular elements of CLS100 that have contributed to new and experienced 

student’s persistence at Grand Rapids Community College (GRCC)? Sub questions for 

the study were: 

1. Are there differences in the perceptions of new and experienced students 

about what topics taught in CLS100 curriculum contributed toward their 

ability to persist? 

2. How do students and faculty differ in their perceptions of the topics of the 

CLS100 curriculum that contribute toward student persistence?  

3. What do faculty and students perceive to be present in the CLS100 curriculum 

that make it less meaningful?  

4. What do faculty and students perceive to be missing in the CLS100 

curriculum to make it more meaningful? 

Epistemology and Theoretical Perspective 

Crotty (1998) defined epistemology as, “the theory of knowledge embedded in the 

theoretical perspective and thereby in the methodology (p. 3).” This was a qualitative 

study to determine the perceptions and meaningfulness of community college students 

and faculty related to their involvement in a first-year experience course. Constructivism 

is a highly regarded epistemology in qualitative research (Creswell, 2003). By utilizing 

Constructivism as an epistemology provided the basis for knowledge assertions in this 
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study since it attempted to understand the perceptions of both students and faculty with 

the first-year experience course curriculum as it contributed to student success and 

persistence.  

According to Merriam (2009), “qualitative researchers are interested in 

understanding the meaning people have constructed, that is how people make sense of 

their world and the experiences they have in the world (p. 13).” Through the 

constructivist lens of gathering knowledge of perceptions of those who have experienced 

this course, a deeper understanding of the essences of course curriculum that are 

associated with student persistence would be revealed.  

Crotty (1998) stated that Constructivism is the process for which individuals 

construct meaning as they engage with the world they are interpreting. Through focus 

groups participants were able to construct meaning through social interaction with each 

other. It is through this social interaction comes a deeper and richer meaning to these 

individuals reality of their CLS100 curriculum experience.   

Inherent in qualitative research is the desire to discover meaning of a phenomenon 

for those involved and is highly regarded in the field of education (Merriam, 2009). By 

using case study in this research, it provided for continuous comparisons to be made 

between students and faculty perceptions through personal experience with the course 

curriculum, which allowed for grounded theory framework to be constructed. Merriam 

(2009) stated that through grounded theory the researcher, as the primary investigator, is 

able to construct a theory grounded in data. It is through the inductive analysis when 

meaning is derived (Merriam, 2009). 
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Institution and Course Background 

Selection of the Institution. The institution selected for this study was purposeful 

and based on willingness to participate in the study as well as convenience of proximity, 

time and cost for the researcher. This single case study was conducted at Grand Rapids 

Community College (GRCC), a two-year college. GRCC is one of 28 community 

colleges in the State of Michigan and was founded in 1914 as Grand Rapids Junior 

College (GRJC) (Grand Rapids Community College [GRCC], 2012). GRCC offers 

certificate and associate’s degrees as well as non-credit programming. The main campus 

of the institution is located in Grand Rapids, Michigan. There is no on-campus residence, 

so GRCC is considered a non-residential commuter college. 

 Academic Structure. The academic structure at GRCC includes a 

Provost/Executive Vice President of Academic & Student Affairs with four schools 

inclusive of Arts and Sciences, Interdisciplinary Studies, Student Affairs and Workforce 

Development. Each school possesses a Dean and Associate Deans. The Schools of Arts 

& Sciences and Workforce Development both have an Associate Dean of Operations as 

well as Associate Dean of Faculty Hiring & Evaluation. The School of Interdisciplinary 

Studies has one Associate Dean and the School of Student Affairs has one Associate 

Dean of Counseling, Advising & Retention Services.  

According to the ACT 2010 Report 59.5 percent of institutions indicated they 

have a person responsible for persistence and that is typically Chief Student Affairs 

Officer/Dean.  The Provost, Dean and Associate Dean in Student Affairs are primarily 

responsible for persistence and student success at GRCC. 

Further ACT stated that 53 percent of community colleges reported that they do 

not have a specific first-year to second-year retention goal (ACT 2010 Report on 
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Community Colleges-What Works in Student Retention).  GRCC has a goal of increasing 

student success through a variety of college action projects as well as department-level 

projects. However, there is no specified target stated for the desired increase in student 

persistence, graduation and transfer rates.   

Enrollment. GRCC’s enrollment in the fall 2011 semester credit-seeking students 

was 17,601, down for the first time in four years (GRCC Fall 2011 Enrollment Report). 

Adding non-credit students, the total enrollment would increase to 33,580.  Part-time 

(fewer than twelve credits) attendance represented 61.7 percent and full-time (more than 

twelve credits) at 38.3 percent for fall 2011 semester.  

Student Demographics. During the fall 2011 semester, 52.7 percent of students 

were female and 47.3 percent were male.  The average age of students is 25.7 years old.  

Student ethnicity at GRCC is comprised of 13.9 percent African American, 0.9 percent 

Native American, 2.8 percent Asian, 7.5 percent Hispanic and 70.2 percent white.  

Mission and Ends Statements. The mission statement at GRCC reads “GRCC is 

an open access college that prepares individuals to attain their goals and contribute to the 

community” (GRCC, 2012). GRCC works to achieve these Ends that reflect their stated 

values. 

• Access – GRCC minimizes the barriers of time, place, cost, and educational 

preparation levels so that all members of the community have an opportunity to 

participate in college programs. 

• Academic Alignment – GRCC collaborates closely with other educational 

providers to provide a seamless transition across all educational sectors. 

• Student Success – GRCC students achieve their educational goals. 
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• Workforce Development - GRCC students are prepared to secure employment in 

all sectors of the economy. 

• The GRCC Experience – GRCC provides students with co-curricular experiences 

that help them develop their citizenship skills. 

• Community Outreach – GRCC enriches the community through educational and 

civic programming and partnerships. 

       Accreditation. GRCC has been accredited continuously since 1917 by the Higher 

Learning Commission of the North Central Association of Colleges and Schools (NCA). 

Through AQIP’s continuous improvement approach to accreditation, GRCC participates 

based on quality principles, values, and tools through designated projects (GRCC, 

2012).  

 

The Faculty 

 General. GRCC employs nearly 250 full-time and 700 part-time (or adjunct) 

instructional faculty members.  Over 87 percent of GRCC’s full-time faculty holds a 

M.A. or Ph.D. degrees (GRCC, 2012).  

 CLS100 Faculty. Approximately three full-time and fourteen part-time faculty 

members taught the first-year experience course (CLS100) at GRCC during the fall 2011 

semester, while two full-time and three part-time faculty members taught the course 

during the winter 2012 semester.  

Faculty members must possess a master’s degree or higher and are required to 

attend a four-hour orientation prior to being selected to teach CLS100. Exceptions can be 

made on the orientation attendance if one has taught a similar course at another 
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institution. The content of the orientation consists of presentation by Constance Staley in 

2009 on “Raising the Bar: Lower Expectations and Higher Learning,” overview of 

instructor support materials, presentation on service learning in CLS100, faculty experts 

sharing what works or does not work in CLS100, discussion of syllabus, course 

requirements as well as technical overview of learning management software. Each 

participant received a CLS100 Instructor Manual comprised of information on the 

CLS100 course, first-year student characteristics, GRCC frequently asked questions, a 

section dedicated to activities, exercises and icebreakers and ends with appropriate ways 

to bring closure to the CLS100 class. Further, a Blackboard instructional resource site has 

been developed that houses CLS100 syllabus template, course documents, ice breakers, 

content expert speakers, course requirements and frequently asked questions. The site 

also provides a mechanism for information sharing amongst faculty. 

 

The Course 

GRCC began offering College Learning Studies: New Student Experience 

(CLS100) in the fall semester of the 2008-2009 academic year. CLS100 is an elective 

course worth two-credit hours and possesses a requirement of having earned less than 

eighteen college credits. The typical format of the fifteen-week semester course is to meet 

one time per week for two hours. However, it has been piloted to offer ten-week sessions 

with a meeting pattern of two times per week for one and a half hours.  The course 

transfers to other institutions as college credit. The course catalog description is as 

follows (GRCC 2011-12 Catalog): 
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This course is designed to assist new students with the knowledge, skills and 

abilities needed to be successful in college and life. Topics will include learning 

styles, critical thinking, information management skills, GRCC history and 

services, study skills, values exploration, academic planning, career planning, 

civic engagement, and diversity (p.138). 

 
The textbook utilized for this course is specifically focused on community college 

students and their success. The textbook is titled Focus on Community College Success 

(2nd edition) and is authored by Dr. Constance Staley, University of Colorado, Colorado 

Springs.  The text explores the critical issues that contribute toward college success both 

inside and outside the classroom. Chapters within the text include topics of: getting the 

right start, setting goals, learning styles, time and energy management, thinking 

creatively and critically, technology and information literacy skills, engagement in class, 

memory development, study skills, test taking, building relationships, college major and 

career planning. 

The student learning outcomes for CLS100 as stated on the approved official 

course outline, and located in Appendix I, are: 

1. Define the traits of successful college students. 

2. Identify and visit college services. 

3. Identify beliefs, attitudes and habits that may inhibit their success and 

implement strategies for changing behavior. 

4. Develop effective learning techniques: note-taking, textbook reading, test-

taking, memory building, writing, time management and critical thinking. 
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5. Describe their own learning style and select the approaches that will make 

learning easier for them. 

6. Examine the advantages and challenges of diversity within a college 

context. 

7. Develop effective strategies for college and life success in the areas of 

health, finance and interpersonal communications. 

8. Use technology in college and lifelong learning to include Internet, e-mail, 

word processing, and discussion boards. 

9. Construct a college success plan and initial career plan. 

10. Engage in the campus and larger community through activities which 

affect positive personal and civic change.  

These learning outcomes are a critical part of the methodology of this study.  The 

approved course learning outcomes will be cross referenced against the student and 

faculty perceptions of the primary elements of the CLS100 course curriculum that led to 

student success to determine if they are connected to student persistence.  

Successful completion of this course equates to receiving a letter grade of C- or 

higher. The institutional assessment of the course indicates that students who successfully 

completed CLS100 should have a higher fall-to-fall persistence rate as well as a higher 

cumulative GPA than students who had not taken the course.  

Population and Sample 

“Sampling involves selecting a small group from a larger group and studying the 

small group (the sample) in order to learn about the large group (the population) (Vogt, 

2007, p. 77).”  For the purpose of this case study a non-probability purposeful sample is 
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utilized. Merriam (2009) stated, “The use of a non-probability purposeful sample is best 

when you have established criterion relevant to the study that allow for discovery, 

understanding, implications and linking of occurrence (p. 77).” 

Students.  This study was conducted on new and experienced students who 

enrolled and successfully completed CLS100 at GRCC and persisted.  Definition of new 

and experienced students:  

• New Student- Students who took first-year experience course (CLS100) 

and persisted the next semester. In this study, one semester is fall 2012 to 

winter 2013. 

• Experienced Student- Students who took first-year experience course 

(CLS100) and persisted for one or more years. In this study, the timeline is 

course completion fall 2011 or any semester prior to. 

Potential participants were identified through a report from GRCC’s student 

database, which provided demographic data of students who took CLS100 in fall 2012 

(new student) and persisted to winter 2013. Further, students who took CLS100 on or 

before the fall 2011 semester (experienced student) and persisted to fall 2012 were 

identified.  The participants were invited via email (Appendix A). These students meet 

the selection-based criterion for the study as represented by the entire student population.  

Upon notification of voluntary participation, a comprehensive email was provided to the 

participant (Appendix B).    

The respondent population was then analyzed to allow for diverse representation 

of age, race and gender of the participants.  The necessary data was provided in the report 

identifying potential participants and will be crossed referenced to compile a diverse 
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interview pool. The respondent pool was not deemed diverse or sufficient, therefore a 

second email request to participate was sent. The demographics of the student focus 

group are important to collect data from individuals who are representing a broad range 

of ideas (Merriam, 2009).  A diverse focus group brings richness to the study by allowing 

for a variety of perspectives to be represented within the data being collected 

The timeframe for student participant selection were new students who term to 

term persisted (fall 2012 to winter 2013) and experienced students who year to year 

persisted (fall 2011 to fall 2012 or before) post their successful completion of CLS100. 

Faculty. Faculty members who have taught CLS100 were emailed requesting 

their voluntary participation in the study (Appendix C).  The respondent population was 

then analyzed to allow for representation from both full-time and part-time faculty. It is 

important to have part-time and full-time faculty perceptions in this study since they both 

have significant interactions and impact on the student success at this institution. 

 The sample size for this study, as detailed in Table 1, is as follows: 
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Table 1 

Demographics of Focus Groups 
Demographics New Students Experienced Students Faculty 

Total Participants 8 7 8 

Male 4 4 2 

Female 4 3 6 

Caucasian 7 6 5 

Black 1 1 3 

Hispanic 0 0 0 

Asian 0 0 0 

Unknown Ethnicity 0 0 0 

Part-time Faculty   6 

Full-time Faculty   2 

 

Institutional Review Board Approval 

 
 Approval to conduct this study was acquired through the Institutional Review 

Board of Ferris State University and GRCC prior to conducting the study. Participants 

were asked to sign a consent form (Appendix D).  The consent form provided the 

participants with details regarding the study, the researcher, contact information and 

withdrawal process. Participants were informed of the withdrawal process and zero 

withdrew from the study. These consent forms are maintained with the researcher in a 

locked file cabinet along with all other related study documents.  
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Data Collection and Instrumentation 

This qualitative study employed data collection through focus group interviews. 

The design phase of a study encompasses the method to collect evidence that addresses 

the question of the study (Vogt, 2007). The importance of utilizing qualitative measures 

with a constructivist approach in this study derived the perceptions, attitudes and beliefs 

of students and faculty that have had direct interaction with the CLS100 curriculum. Vogt 

(2007) stated, “any discussion of cause inherently makes a study qualitative in nature (p. 

8).”  This study seeks to understand what in the CLS100 curriculum that caused students 

to persist at GRCC through the voice of those who had personal experience with the 

course. The main purpose of an interview was to obtain “what is in and on someone’s 

mind (Patton, 2002, p. 341).” Through hearing the voice of students and faculty allowed 

for their perspectives to be exposed around the meaningfulness of the CLS100 

curriculum, as well as what was lacking in the curriculum to create that meaningful 

experience that led to student persistence.    

Focus Group Interviews 

Interview Questions. This study used focus group interviews to gather data. 

Patton (2002) indicated that there are six types of interview questions to solicit responses 

from interviewees:  

1. Experience and behavior questions – seek to discover things a person did or 

did not do, his or her behaviors or activities. 

2. Opinion and values questions – researcher seeks to understand a person’s 

beliefs or opinions about a topic. 
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3. Feeling questions – these questions “tap the affective dimension of human 

life” to uncover adjective responses like happy, afraid, anxious, intimidated, 

confident, etc. 

4. Knowledge questions – seeks factual participant information or knowledge 

about a topic or situation 

5. Sensory questions – similar to experience and behavior but delve deeper to 

discover data related to what was seen, touched, heard or felt. 

6. Background/demographic questions – these types of questions seek to learn 

personal information about interviewees such as age, income, etc.  

The questions utilized during the focus group interviews integrated all of the six 

types of questions throughout the interview process. Considering the aspects of a 

constructivist approach to capturing the meaningfulness of the CLS100 curriculum from 

the participants, the focus group interview questions were intentionally created and 

presented to the participants in a semi-structured yes/no; open ended or leading question 

format. The student focus group interview questions are listed in Appendix E.  

The questions utilized for the faculty focus group interviews also integrate the six 

types of questions as outlined above. The interview questions are presented to the 

participants in a semi-structured yes/no, open ended or leading question format. The 

interview questions utilized during the faculty focus groups are listed in Appendix F.  

The interview questions utilized for both students and faculty are steeped in theory 

research on persistence and student success but also developed based on experience with 

the course curriculum and delivery systems. In addition, these questions were created as a 
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mechanism to cross compare the responses to the established learning outcomes of 

CLS100. 

Structure of Focus Group Interviews. The focus group interviews were held with 

voluntary participants. Each participant is asked to complete the consent form at check-

in. The researcher was the facilitator for these interviews. Allowing for the presence of 

the researcher, as facilitator, allows for observation of participant non-verbal 

communications that can be captured through researcher journaling that may not be 

necessarily presented in the narrative. All focus group interviews were held in an 

informal but professional setting on the campus of GRCC. The timing of the interviews 

was selected based on when the largest number of respondents were able to attend.  

The interviews were designed to be informal but professional. Some structure was 

needed in the development of the interview questions in order to derive information 

relevant to the research questions and related literature. The researcher opened the 

interviews with a welcome to the participants as well as an introduction of the purpose of 

the study before beginning the process utilizing open ended questions. All interviews 

were digitally recorded and professional transcribed. All participants were provided food 

and beverage but were not financially compensated for participation. 

One would assume that the college-level students are able to contribute toward 

curricular decisions through their experiences and interactions with the curriculum. 

Therefore, focus group interviews were held with students; two with new students and 

three with experienced students. 

New Students. The first group interviewed is titled “new students” and are those 

that had characteristics of successful completion in CLS100 during the fall 2012 semester 
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and re-enrolled at GRCC in the winter 2013 semester. The location of the focus group 

interviews were in room 336 and 350 of the Student Center on GRCC’s Main Campus. 

Each interview ranged from thirty minutes to one hour. 

Experienced Students. The second student group interviewed is titled the 

“experienced students” and is those who had successfully completed CLS100 during the 

fall 2011 semester (or before) and remained enrolled at GRCC in the fall 2012 semester. 

These focus group interviews took place in room 336 and 350 of the Student Center on 

GRCC’s Main Campus as well as one focus group held at GRCC’s Lakeshore Campus, 

room 101 of the Thompson MTEC facility. Each interview ranged from thirty minutes to 

one hour. 

Faculty. The third focus group interviews were held with both part-time and full-

time faculty who have taught CLS100 at GRCC and remain in good standing with the 

institution as a viable instructor for future courses. These focus groups were held in room 

226 of the Administration Building at the Main Campus of GRCC and room 101 of the 

Thompson MTEC facility of the Lakeshore Campus of GRCC.  

Document Analysis 

In addition to the aforementioned focus group interviews, course documents were 

analyzed.  Documents are a good and stable source of data as they provide descriptive 

information, emerging themes and historical perspective (Merriam, 2009).  The 

documents analyzed in this study included CLS100 syllabi. These documents were 

reviewed to discover if and how the learning outcomes for the CLS100 course were 

identified and then cross referenced against the research findings to determine if these 

learning outcomes have bearing or relevance on student persistence.  A course syllabus is 
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a contract between the faculty and student; therefore, it is incumbent upon the faculty to 

place these clearly written learning outcomes in their syllabi.      

Other Data Collection 

1. Researcher journaling was conducted throughout the data collection phase of 

the study. 

2. Observation comments were recorded while conducting all focus group 

interviews. 

Data Analysis 

 
Each focus group interview was recorded.  After each focus group, the recorder 

was provided to a third party professional transcriber. Each focus group discussion was 

transcribed verbatim. Prior to beginning transcription, a sample was provided to the hired 

transcriber to demonstrate format and to assure understanding of uniformity.  

Qualitative data analysis was deployed to analyze the transcripts of the focus 

group interviews through an inductive and comparative process. The constant 

comparative methods proposed by Glaser and Strauss (1967) were the primary focus for 

the initial comparative process to seek out themes found in the data to attempt to find 

answers to the research questions posed for this study (Merriam, 2009).  This process 

allowed for the reading, rereading and development of an initial code list to begin the 

preparation and organization of the data. By continually comparing units of information 

“recurring regularities in the data” are discovered, deriving in themes (Merriam, p. 177).  

Further, step four of Creswell’s (2003) approach to data analysis allowed for the 
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development of the theoretical grounded theory model. Step four entailed coding for a 

deeper review to identify major themes and complex theme analysis.  

The researcher being present for the focus group interviews provides a depth and 

insight to the study through experiencing the data.  Repeated review of the transcripts as 

well as researcher journals allowed the researcher a fuller understanding of the 

conversations that took place at the interviews, which began the category construction as 

outlined by Glaser and Strauss (1967). “Category construction takes place as the 

researcher reads and makes notations or comments that relate to the study or help answer 

the research questions resulting in open coding (Merriam, 2009, p. 178).”  Once the open 

coding was completed, axial coding took place. Axial coding as defined by Merriam 

(2009) is “The process of grouping your open codes (p. 180).” Through line by line 

analysis the researcher was able to identify key words or phrases that were identified by 

transcript code line for retrieval purposes.  

The process of coding data took place as a means to develop grounded theory.  

Creswell (2003) defined grounded theory as the process in which “the researcher attempts 

to derive a general, abstract theory of a process, action or interaction grounded in the 

views of participants in the study (p. 14).”  Further Merriam (2009) stated, “a grounded 

theory study seeks not just to understand, but also to build a substantive theory about the 

phenomenon of interest (p. 23).”  Interactive interviews allow for a descriptive analysis 

through excerpts from audiotapes, researcher journal and quotes from documents 

(Merriam, 2009). This study utilized verbal descriptions in written form to vividly depict 

the perceptions of the participants through their experience in or with the CLS100 

curriculum.  
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Validity and Reliability 

Throughout this data collection step of the study it was assured that the project 

was valid and reliable. To increase internal validity and reliability data triangulation is 

employed. Triangulation can be defined as a study that uses multiple sources of data to 

compare and cross-check data collection. Through this approach there is opportunity for 

connections and linkages to be identified. Further, triangulation increases internal validity 

and reliability, of the study (Merriam, 2009).  The following, Figure 1, is a visual 

depiction of the data methods utilized in this studies triangulation process.  

 

Figure 1: Data Triangulation 

 

To further ensure internal validity cross validation of the data was utilized. This 

comparative analysis looked for themes or trends in each student interview but also 

between the student groups as well as against the faculty interviews.  Interview questions 

were examined by a colleague to ensure that they support the research question and sub 

questions. The research for this study was conducted as qualitative methodology; 

therefore, the burden of proof lies with the researcher to be assured that the data was 
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valid and reliable. Through the use of a variety of qualitative methods in this study, the 

researcher was able to remove any biases that could be found in a study utilizing only one 

method.  A solid audit trail assured a clear, understandable and traceable log of people, 

places, tools and processes utilized in the data collection. 

Summary 

 
The purpose of this chapter was to explain the setting, design, population and 

sample, data collection and data analysis methodology utilized in this study. A series of 

focus group interviews and document analysis was conducted at one community college 

the researcher provided the data as they it relates to the effectiveness of a first-year 

experience course curriculum on student persistence. 

The focus group interviews with faculty and students derived the perceptions of 

the curriculum as it relates to student success through persistence. By examining these 

perceptions and related documents, necessary curricular changes can be made to the first-

year experience course to enhance persistence and success rates at GRCC.  

The final purpose of the study was to inform college administrators and faculty 

through qualitative methodology to bring in the voice of the students and faculty. The 

data acquired in this study further advances the institutional data currently received 

through faculty and student end of the course surveys. As the institution determines the 

necessity of mandating CLS100 for incoming freshman, this study enhances what is 

already known through surveys but possibly not understood without hearing the voice of 

the customers through the utilization of the curriculum. 



 82 

 The next chapter will provide a post-prospectus methodology including the 

execution of the study, organization of the data analysis and the descriptive 

characteristics of participants. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 4: DATA ANALYSIS 

 

Background 

 
 The purpose of this research study was to explore the student and faculty 

perceptions of what aspects of a first-year experience course curriculum led to student 

persistence at GRCC. It is the expectation that these findings will benefit college 

administrators and faculty in enhancing the current College Learning Studies (CLS100) 

curriculum.  This chapter groups the perceptions of the most important topics as 

described by new and experienced students as well as faculty at GRCC, an urban college 

in Michigan and organizes them by categories.    

A constructivist approach was taken when gathering student and faculty 

perceptions. Crotty (1998) stated that Constructivism is the process for which individuals 

construct meaning as they engage with the world they are interpreting. Through focus 

group interviews participants were able to construct meaning through social interaction. 

This social interaction between participants allowed for a deeper and richer exploration of 

these individuals’ experience with the CLS100 curriculum.  
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Organization of the Findings 

 In order to facilitate the findings encapsulated in this chapter, an organization of 

the chapter is outlined as follows:  

Data were collected on the primary research question of, “What are the primary 

curricular elements of CLS100 that have contributed to new and experienced student’s 

persistence at Grand Rapids Community College (GRCC)?” Four secondary research 

questions were also created for this study. These questions addressed whether or not there 

were differences in perceptions between new and experienced students and between 

students and faculty about which CLS100 curricular elements lead to student persistence, 

what elements may be present in the curriculum to make it less meaningful and what is 

missing to enhance course meaningfulness. 

Categories of themes were generated through an inductive analysis of focus group 

transcripts and facilitator notes produced from interviews with new and experienced 

students as well as full and part-time faculty. These categories were then compared to the 

CLS100 course learning outcomes during deductive analysis. The CLS100 course 

learning outcomes that matched during analysis will be utilized as the framework for this 

chapter. There were several subcategories that were added beyond the stated CLS00 

learning outcomes in order to fully address the themes generated during coding and data 

analysis.  
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Table 2 

Research Questions and Categories  
Research Questions Categories 
RQ1: What are the primary curricular 
elements of CLS100 that have contributed 
to new and experienced student’s 
persistence at Grand Rapids Community 
College (GRCC)? 

Social Integration 
Academic Integration 

College Services Integration 
Skill Development 

Academic and Career Planning 
RQ2: Are there differences in the 
perceptions of new and experienced 
students about what topics taught in 
CLS100 curriculum that contributed 
toward their ability to persist? 
 

Discussed throughout Chapter 4 and further 
in Chapter 5 

RQ3: How do students and faculty differ in 
their perceptions of the topics of the 
CLS100 curriculum that contribute toward 
student persistence?  
 

Discussed throughout Chapter 4 and further 
in Chapter 5 

RQ4: What do faculty and students 
perceive to be present in the CLS100 
curriculum that make it less meaningful?  
 

Discussed throughout Chapter 4 and further 
in Chapter 5 

RQ5: What do faculty and students 
perceive to be missing in the CLS100 
curriculum to make it more meaningful? 
 

Discussed throughout Chapter 4 and further 
Chapter 5 

 
The quotations used in this chapter are as close to the verbatim transcriptions as 

possible and can be noted in this chapter as focus group code and line number(s) (e.g., 

NS2 lines 185-187).  Focus group codes are outlined in the following table: 
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Table 3 

Focus Group Codes 
Code Description Date 

NS1 New Student Focus Group 12/3/12 

NS2 New Student Focus Group 12/5/12 

ES1 Experienced Student Focus Group 12/6/12 

ES2 Experienced Student Focus Group 12/7/12 

ES3 Experienced Student Focus Group 12/17/12 

FA1 Faculty Focus Group 12/14/12 

FA2 Faculty Focus Group 12/19/12 

 
 

Although minimal editing was necessary for accuracy, the interviewee’s voice 

was used. In every instance where a student or faculty member made a reference to a 

specific name to include those of persons, individual titles or department names, the 

findings show [faculty name] or [position title] or [department name].  

Participants 

This study had eight new and seven experienced student participants who enrolled 

and successfully completed CLS100 and persisted at GRCC.  Of the new student 

participants, four were male and four were female. Seven of them were Caucasian and 

one African American.  Of the experienced student participants four were male and three 

were female. Six were Caucasian and one African-American. As previously noted, the 

definitions of new and experienced students are:  
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• New Student- Students who took first-year experience course (CLS100) 

and persisted the next semester. In this study, one semester is fall 2012 to 

winter 2013. 

• Experienced Student- Students who took first-year experience course 

(CLS100) and persisted for one or more years. In this study, the timeline is 

course completion fall 2011 or any semester prior to. 

Eight faculty members participated in this study. Two of the faculty members 

were male and six were female. In addition, six of the faculty members were part-time 

and two were full-time. The ethnicity represented by the faculty participants was five 

Caucasian and three African-American. 

Focus Group Interviews 

There are ten institutionally approved student learning outcomes for CLS100. 

These learning outcomes became the basis of deductive analysis against the themes 

discovered through the inductive analysis of the focus group transcripts in order to derive 

categories.  The primary research question has been answered throughout each of the 

learning outcomes and the sub research questions are either addressed throughout this 

chapter through the learning outcomes or answered at the end of the data analysis section, 

or in Chapter 5. The final section is the document analysis section whereby ten randomly 

selected CLS100 course syllabi were reviewed to determine if the student learning 

outcomes were clearly outlined. 

Student Learning Outcome 1: Define the traits of successful college students. 

The first CLS100 learning outcome is categorized as ‘Academic Integration’ in these 
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findings. First, all participants identified understanding the differences between high 

school and college as a link to college success.  

Differences between high school and college. Both new and experienced students 

identified having an understanding of the differences and responsibility levels between 

high school and college as an important element to being successful in college. This 

theme was mostly noted by new students making comments such as, “…You have to 

know how to handle yourself whereas in high school, teachers tell you what to do, how to 

do it, and where to go and when to be there (NS2 lines 40-41)” and “you are responsible 

for yourself here. At high school, you have parents, teachers or principals that are there to 

insure that you are there and participating (NS2 lines 44-45).”  Another new student 

discussed that college is harder than high school and what needed to be done for them to 

be successful in college stating, “I guess working harder. In high school, I was the type of 

guy who could just go through and do the assignment real fast and get an A so I think for 

here, I have to work a little harder (NS2 lines 184-186).” 

An experienced student noted a similar theme of college lacking structure of high 

school, the student commented: 

Right before I was fresh out of high school so everything was very 

structured and I didn’t really need to keep a schedule because I did the 

same thing every day … just the absence of structure threw me for a 

tailspin like that first couple weeks.  Just knowing how to get myself into a 

new routine and this is how I am going to do it, and this is how much time 

I need to set aside for each thing, helped a lot (ES1 lines 83-90). 
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An experienced student noted a time element as to why she took this course, she 

stated, “I took CLS because I hadn’t been to school in 10 years and I was definitely not 

prepared to go back to school without knowing what I was getting myself into first (ES3 

line 64-66).”  A new student linked the time element to the reasoning for taking CLS100 

by stating, “I felt that I didn't want to take it as I know everything. I can be an adult and I 

can be as old as I am and been out of high school but still there is always something to 

know (NS2 lines 49-51).” 

 A faculty member commented about acclimating a new high school student 

through providing “support, whether it be academically, financially, spiritually, 

emotionally, those are the components that need to be present and understanding the 

diversity that comes with the new high school student … (FA2  line 512-514).”  

 A second trait of a successful student was noted through a demographic 

characteristic of age.  Understanding the differences between an adult versus a traditional 

aged student learning, focus and commitment was important for faculty as they 

determined the appropriate teaching strategies.  

Adult versus traditional aged. The faculty participant groups were the only groups 

to engage in conversation about the trait differences of an adult versus a traditional aged 

student taking CLS100. These faculty members discussed the attitudinal differences and 

ways to acclimate these different student populations. A faculty member noted a greater 

focus and desire to be a successful person of adult students by sharing the attitudinal 

difference of an adult versus traditional aged student taking CLS100 course by stating, 

I had a guy that was elderly.  He did extremely well but he was very focused and 

new to this whole kind of learning.  Things had happened in his life previously, 
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and you step out to do those things and to get re-acclimated, this really helped 

him.  Not just to be successful in school but to be just a successful person.  He 

really took away the information and used it outside of the classroom.  It meant 

more to him but clearly you could tell those students that were there because to 

them it was a for sure A and that kind of thing so that attitude was a little 

different (FA1 lines 661-667). 

 
 Another faculty member noted that there are different pedagogical approaches to 

acclimate traditional and non-traditional aged students into the academic environment by 

commenting, “we will learn the context of teaching not only what is in the text but 

diversity of learning approach which is a huge skill set that students sometimes were 

missing coming in from the high school setting or coming into college for the first-year 

or not being in college for a long time.”  Another faculty member noted:  

…You are working with them on an individual basis….You have individuals who 

are coming into a new setting.  Some of them are very naïve on how they 

approach college….  You will find new students who have been out of college for 

20+ years.   This is their first time (FA2 lines 104-111). 

 
A third trait of a successful college student is motivation. This subcategory was 

identified by new students as well as faculty and is outlined in the next section of this 

chapter.  

Motivation. New students stated that motivation was a trait that improves their 

chances of completing their college goals. This category trait was discovered through 

responses to the interview question of, “What could the college do through the CLS100 
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course to improve your chances of completing your college goals?” One new student 

commented, “Really motivation is key factor so if there was any way to help students to 

find that motivation, I would say that would be the best avenue for insuring college 

success (NS1 lines 356-358).” Another new student commented on needing motivation to 

understand how to meet goals by stating, “Knowing how to find out more about where 

you want to go, like I thought I knew where I wanted to go after this but then it is like, 

how do I get there? Knowing how to get there motivated me a little bit more (NS1 

lines362-364).”  

There was little commentary on motivation from the experienced student 

perspective. However, an experienced student did discuss the value of CLS100 to 

motivate academically and as a person by stating “… It gave you motivation I think, not 

only in this class but motivation to get better grades and to just do better as a person.  I 

think this is a great class.  It gave me some self-esteem as well (ES2 lines 148-150).” 

A faculty member noted motivation as a key element to helping students 

understand the benefits of the curriculum to help them be a successful college student. 

The faculty member commented that they: 

Motivate students to feel like I really need this class, I really need to work hard, 

getting something out of this class, and it will help me to be successful.  If we can 

get those kind of pieces in this class, which we always say there are but I don’t 

think we have a lot. That would be helpful.  There are students who think the class 

is just like helping GRCC instead of them getting help (FA1 lines 682-687). 

 
Another faculty member shared how they motivate through expectations by commenting 

“I remember having a discussion with one of my groups and I said to them, I come in 
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everyday and I give you 150 percent and I expect the same.  Don’t come in the classroom 

unless you are going to give it to me (FA2 lines 209-211).”  This faculty member further 

stated, “I think that when you place that expectation, ‘I expect for you to succeed, you 

cannot be mediocre, you are so much better than that’ and they begin to see that my 

professor believes that I can do this and I have got to do this (FA2 lines 213-216).”  An 

additional faculty member discussed the need for repetitive affirmation of the purpose 

and positive long-term effects of CLS100 by having shared, “I try to bring the value of 

the importance of the class. I also talk about the students who take this class will end up 

graduating or proceeding with their education. I keep on telling them because the more 

you keep on talking about something, the more the student will take it serious (FA1 lines 

229-232).” 

 A fourth trait identified was dedication. Dedication to complete, succeed and 

graduation were the primary traits noted. This trait is discussed in the next section of this 

chapter. 

Dedication. Another category trait noted by both new and experienced students 

was dedication. Students were asked as part of their focus group interviews “Are you 

more dedicated to graduate than prior to taking CLS100?” Half of the new student 

respondents came to GRCC knowing the goal of graduation or transfer and remained 

dedicated to that goal. One new student commented, “I came in here knowing what I 

wanted to do and I still feel the same way (NS2 line 244).” Another new student noted, “I 

began with an idea… They had us pinpoint what our passions were and I did and I’m 

going into social work … (NS2 lines 215-221).” More than half of the experienced 
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students did not come to GRCC dedicated toward graduation.  An experienced student 

noted how the course contributed toward their dedication to graduation by commenting: 

… I think before the class I was kind of in this, well, it is a community college 

and it doesn’t seem as serious as if I had started a four-year.  The longer I have 

been here and especially taking that class and knowing what it is like to be in 

college (ES1 lines 120-123). 

 
A fifth trait identified in these results was the ability to identify, set and fulfill 

personal and academic goals. This trait is outlined in the next section of this chapter.  

Goals. The initial question for both the new and experienced students was “How 

do you define student success?”  The intent of this question for students was not only an 

icebreaker to introduce the interview but also as a way to determine how students identify 

college success. The majority of each respondent group discussed fulfilling goals or 

having a stated plan of direction as the way to define student success.  A new student 

noted the importance of having goals by having stated, “Setting and trying to make a path 

toward those goals (NS1 lines 20).” Several other new students noted emotions of 

feeling, knowing and being contented with having a stated direction or goals by having 

noted, “Having comfortably challenging goals (NS1 line 23)”, continued with, “I feel it is 

about goals that are reached and make you feel content as you achieve those goals (NS2 

lines 23-24)” and “Knowing and being confident in what you want to do (NS1 line 25).”  

Experienced students also shared comments such as, “I think that student success 

is that when a student goes to school and figures out what they want to do with their lives 

and then goes on to do it (ES3 lines 22-23)”, “I think you can have personal success such 
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as having a goal and achieving it (ES2 lines 21-22)” and, “For me, I set certain goals for 

myself that I expect I will reach (ES1 lines 19-20).”  

Like new and experienced students, faculty respondents were asked the same 

question of “How do you define student success?” Faculty participants also discussed 

goal attainment as a primary mechanism to define student success.  One faculty member 

commented, “Achieving the goal.  If the goal is to come in and take two classes, then 

success is completing those two classes. Obtaining their goal (FA1 lines 506-507).” 

Another stated that their teaching methodology was to encourage the setting and 

achieving of student’s goals by stating, “… Helping them realize that regardless of where 

they are right now, like if you set a goal for yourself, you can achieve it, you just have to 

make a plan (FA1 lines 524-525).”  Another faculty member noted the importance of 

establishing short and long-range goals by stating: 

Completing their goals and also taking a look at not just short-term goals, not just 

mid-term goals, but long-term goals so that they are kind of creating a pathway 

throughout the course of their life, that it becomes kind of a journey in 

education… (FA2 lines 487-490). 

 
For faculty, graduation or transfer was equally as important as fulfilling goals. 

One faculty member stated that acquisition of a degree or transfer defines student success 

but not all students have that same goal in mind, specifically, “I think from a college 

perspective, our goal would be to see them come back and either get a degree or to 

transfer but they don’t always have that same intention (FA1 lines 515-516).” Another 

faculty member indicated that completion can be degree or degrees but it is all relevant to 

the individual student, they stated, “I define success as completion.  That probably brings 
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up the question, completion of what, and that depends on what the students’ own 

individual goals are (FA2 lines 482-483).” Community Colleges continue to struggle with 

accountability with the primary measurement of graduation rates. As indicated by this 

faculty member and a vast amount of literature, completion is not always degree 

acquisition, especially at community colleges.  

Good grades. A subcategory of ‘Acclimation to Academic Environment’ by new 

and experienced students was the acquisition of good grades. This was noted when asked, 

“How do you define student success?” A new student mentioned, “The results aren’t 

necessarily important but good grades are helpful which is generally defined as success 

for most students (NS1 lines 20-22).” An additional new student indicated, “Student 

success to me is just grades.  I don’t think we are here for any other reason than grades 

and to transfer into another school (NS2 lines 19-20).”  An experienced student also 

indicated grades as the way to define student success by having noted, “Obviously, my 

GPA is very important to me and my grades are very important to me (ES1 lines 21-22).” 

There was no faculty commentary on grades as an indicator of student success.  

Student Learning Outcome 2: Identify and visit college services. The second 

learning outcome is categorized as ‘College Services Integration’ in the findings. Several 

new students commented on the importance of the CLS100 curriculum to acclimate them 

to the college services available to help them be a successful student. A new student 

commented, “…They kind of explained in the class where everything was on campus that 

you needed to go, like if you wanted to graduate, I would have no idea that you had to 

apply for graduation and where to go for those different things. I had no idea where I was 

going except to the rooms where my classes were (NS1 lines 65-69).” Another new 
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student commented on how important learning where things were on campus and that 

they would not have known if it were not for the CLS00 class by having stated, “I think 

the first thing we did in that class was go through all of the places you go to at GRCC like 

the resources. I wouldn’t have known that if I hadn’t taken the class (NS2 lines 84-86).” 

Another new student responded to the interview question “What aspect of the curriculum 

was most relevant to you staying at GRCC?” by stating, “Going over all the resources 

available on campus was really helpful … (NS1 line 90).” Another new student agreed by 

stating “I think it made me more comfortable about being here and like wanting to stay 

because I felt like I had things more figured out (NS1 lines 87-88).” 

Many students commented on learning about services through an exercise titled 

‘scavenger hunt’ to assist with acclimation to college services. A new student 

commented, “Yes, we did something like a scavenger hunt.  She just sat down in class 

and told us.  It was stuff that I thought would be taught at orientation but it wasn’t at all 

(NS1 lines 71-73).” An experienced student noted the scavenger hunt was helpful by 

stating: 

…She gave us a worksheet to take home and I think it was called an online 

scavenger hunt. … . It was really helpful because when I was a senior, I was 

dual-enrolled but my classes were at Sneden so I didn’t really how big the 

campus was because I had never been onto the main campus before.  Then, 

there are campuses in Holland and all across so that was nice to know that this 

is how you get here and this is what is around here and these are the types of 

classes that you will be taking here (ES1 lines 173-174, 183-188). 
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Another experienced student commented on how helpful the scavenger hunt was as it 

contributed to not only service but also social integration but stating, “We did have a 

scavenger hunt at the beginning of the course...Not only did you create a networking 

thing but it also let you find stuff so if you ever have to go there again, you will know 

where it is at (ES2 lines 103-109).”  The student noted this exercise as a networking 

opportunity because you had to actually engage with individuals who worked in various 

departments to get the information to complete the scavenger hunt assignment.   Another 

experienced student shared their experience with the scavenger hunt assignment by 

commenting: 

We did have a scavenger hunt that you had to do at the very beginning of the 

semester and I really didn’t want to do it.  We were in a group and I thought, oh, 

this is so stupid but after we did it, I really became familiar with the campus. You 

come to the orientation and people are walking you around places and you don’t 

even know where you are going.  You just pop into a building and are told this is 

the library.  Actually, going into those buildings, talking to people, and having to 

gather information was really helpful (ES1 lines 103-109). 

 
Faculty stated on several occasions that it is their role through the CLS100 course 

to acclimate students to college services. However, there were no specific examples of a 

scavenger hunt exercise of what is included in this exercise but it was stated that it is a 

mechanism utilized to acclimate students to the institution and service areas. Faculty 

discussed utilizing outside expertise as supplemental instruction or conducted physical 

tours to acclimate students to the service areas of library, computer labs and career 

development services.  
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Student Learning Outcome 3: Identify beliefs, attitudes and habits that may 

inhibit their success and implement strategies for changing behavior. The third 

CLS100 learning outcome is categorized as ‘Skill Development’ in these findings. The 

‘Skill Development’ category not only identified numerous habits, attitudes and, beliefs 

but also identified academic and social skills necessary to be successful in college and 

these results will be produced in Learning Outcomes 4, 5, 6, 7 and 8. 

Procrastination. Procrastination was a subcategory of ‘Skill Development’. Both 

new and experienced students commented on how the curriculum positively impacted 

them with combating procrastination. A new student commented that the textbook 

assisted them in working through procrastination, they stated, “It is about the 

procrastination actually … by knowing what I have learned out of those books, I just use 

everything that I was told and it may be corny but I gave it a fair chance (NS2 lines 76-

80).”  Another new student commented, “Techniques were provided of things that we 

sometimes do when we are procrastinating and how we can avoid them and think 

positively through them so that was a benefit of the class (NS1 lines 259-261).” An 

additional experienced student also commented, “I don’t procrastinate as much anymore 

(ES3 line 116).” 

Anxiety, stress, and depression. Anxiety, stress and depression were identified as 

a subcategory of ‘Skill Development’.  Both new and experienced students talked about 

the feelings of being a new student and how CLS100 helped them combat anxiety and 

stress.  A new student commented, “I think a big part of it was I was really nervous and 

really apprehensive about everything. The classroom was such a nice atmosphere (NS1 

lines 93-94). An additional new student talked about the overwhelming feelings and the 
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ability to relate to the stories in the textbook as a coping mechanism.  The new student 

commented: 

…all the trial and tribulations that you go through in those first few weeks of 

school. The overwhelming feeling, anxiety, test anxiety, all of those things, they 

actually happen and by knowing what I have learned out of those books… I 

thought, let’s apply this.  Someone wrote it, they must have known what they 

were talking about and I am actually going through this week by week.  There 

was always something in that book that I was facing myself (NS2 lines 76-83). 

 
New and experienced students commented that the course alleviates the anxiety 

through teaching organizational and stress management skills. A new student commented 

that the textbook really helped alleviate stress level through the techniques provided for 

staying organized, the comment was, “‘Book Focus’ that definitely helped me.  I had to 

make sure that I was looking at everything clearly because whenever I start something 

new, I get really disorganized and stressed out.  I think it helped me gain the ability to 

focus (NS1 lines 244-247).” Another new student commented on how school can lead to 

depression and feelings of being overwhelmed but learned to combat stress through 

CLS100, the comment shared was, “….depression and how school can become 

overwhelming and how to get help and support if you need it. …  We actually did some 

things on the board and figured out what type of person you were and matched what 

would work in alleviating some of that stress.  That was helpful (NS2 lines 170-176).” 

An experienced student shared this comment: 

I think the biggest thing with taking that class would probably be like the anxiety 

because this year, especially my course load is a lot heavier than it was last year 
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and I guess managing my time would be the best time…. If I hadn’t taken that 

class, I don’t know if I would have been as organized as I am now so that helps a 

lot (ES1 lines 51-57). 

 
A faculty member discussed the benefit to students to have the CLS100 curriculum to 

reside in Student Affairs Division as well as within the Counseling Department by 

sharing: 

It is a good thing that counseling is the department from which professors for that 

class are drawn because we sort of have a background of resources and if personal 

counseling is needed, if community resources are needed, there are many many 

ways to navigate a decision and each of us know that because each of us have had 

things thrown in our path of life when life happens to you.  How you handle that 

with a person who is caught up in a trauma or crisis, they don’t think clearly. 

Anxiety means that you don’t think clearly.  There is literally too much anxiety 

for you to do so that your flight or fight responses are elevated (FA2 lines 307-

315). 

 
Another faculty member commented when asked to define student success that it can just 

be a day without anxiety. The faculty member shared: 

It is a hard question to answer because it is different for every single student I 

look at and so if you ask me how I define success for my students, it is different 

for each one.  I can probably go down the list and say why it is different for each 

one.  Some, it is they are here.  Some, they didn’t have anxiety today (FA2 lines 

469-472). 
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Based on these findings, emotional and physical wellness are critical areas for 

first-year student development as noted primarily by new students and faculty members. 

Student Learning Outcome 4: Develop effective learning techniques: note-

taking, textbook reading, test-taking, memory building, writing, time management and 

critical thinking. The fourth CLS100 learning outcome is categorized as ‘Skill 

Development’ in these findings. In these findings the areas of note-taking, test-taking, 

study-skills, time management, writing, critical thinking, memory building, and reading 

were identified as critical components to student persistence by students and/or faculty. 

These areas will be discussed individually throughout the next section of the chapter. 

Note-taking. New and experienced students discussed being a better note taker 

after CLS100. A new student commented on what the learning consisted of by stating, 

“The study tips…what you should do to be able to take better notes or learn better and 

then study better (NS2 lines 189-191).” An experienced student shared a similar 

outcome: 

… She figured out what we were good with and what we weren’t, our strong suits 

and our bad suits. She would focus on those bad suits and help us get better at 

them. I am not a very good note taker and what we did was bring in a set of our 

notes and she went through them throughout the class and we figured out how we 

could take better notes. She gave us note advice so I think that really helped me 

throughout the rest of my courses and the rest of my term (ES2 lines 38-44). 
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Another experienced student commented, “I take notes a lot better than I used to.  I feel 

that I am more efficient as a student than I was in high school.  I learned those basic skills 

that help you succeed in class (ES3 lines 252-254).” 

Test-taking and study skills. Very little commentary took place around test-taking 

and study skills but a few comments were noteworthy. A new student noted how learning 

about test taking assisted them in prioritizing the several components of a test; they 

commented, “There is a chapter we read in the book about test taking.  … It was nice 

because if you have a test with a bunch of different types of questions, it is nice to know 

like, should I start with the essay or should I start with the multiple choice (NS1 lines 

110-114).” An additional new student commented on gaining study skills through 

CLS100 by commenting: 

I think that it has helped me because I do have some hard classes right now and 

the study options, or how to study, or which way works best for you, or finding 

out what works best. I use those and I can study a lot better (NS2 lines 71-73). 

 
An experienced student discussed being required to attend two college workshops and the 

benefits reaped from doing so, the comment was, “We had to go to like two workshops…  

I went to test taking and study skills.  It helped me further to help me study and take tests 

so that was cool (ES2 lines 215-218).” 

A faculty member commented on how they incorporate test taking skill 

development into the curriculum by sharing: 

I tried to tell them that is because I want you to think through these questions and 

typically if you will look at my test, whether it is a multiple choice, true/false, or 

essay and I do give them essays that are pretty strong and ask for some good 
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strong writing, and I understand that they might not be in their English class yet 

but they need to start thinking in terms of reading and writing because those are 

two things they are not going to get away with not doing in any college class that 

they are in (FA2 lines 739-744). 

 
Time management. Time management was a theme identified as a subcategory of 

skill development by both new and experienced students; however, new students 

primarily commented on this skill. A new student commented on time management 

exercise having stated: 

It was interesting.  We totaled up the number of hours we worked during the week 

and free time and study time and one of my nights totaled up to 3 ½ to 4 hours of 

sleep that I actually got.  I was like, oh yeah; I remember that.  It kind of just tells 

you what you have to sacrifice to get things done (NS1 lines 205-208).   

 
Another new student noted time management study as “….one of the more helpful 

subjects.  It helped me try to get more organized and put priorities in my life (NS1 lines 

208-209).” An additional new student commented, “I think the time management one that 

we did was one of those that I liked (NS1 lines 213-214).” Another new student 

commented not finding value in the time study as it did not change their habits; however, 

his/her awareness of the necessity of time management was raised. The student 

commented:  

I know one of them was like right down how much time you spend on each thing 

and even though I did write all of that down and I found out I spend too much 

time on the computer or hanging out with friends.  I didn’t really change my 
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habits that much.  Maybe by like 30 minutes or something but I don’t think that 

one affected me at all (NS2 lines 144-147). 

 
Another new student in this focus group agreed with that comment while another shared 

that he/she believed it made a positive change for his/her by having commented, “It 

helped me because I didn’t realize how much time I was spending doing some of the 

things. … As soon as I changed that, then I was able to get better grades… (NS2 lines 

150-155).”  

A new student commented on the desire to add time management to the 

curriculum by sharing: 

I think one good thing but I don’t think they covered it at all was working 

students. I have a lot of friends that work. They have no time for homework. They 

just can’t manage their time at all. I think that would be something. I know they 

definitely touched on it but I think they should go more in depth for those people 

(NS2 lines 286-289). 

 
There was very little commentary on time management as a skill development 

component of CLS100 by faculty. One faculty member did note that time management 

was the most important skill that contributes to a student’s success when asked, “What 

skills do you feel are necessary for students to be successful in college?” 

Writing. Very little commentary took place with new and experienced students as 

well as faculty on writing as a skill development component of the curriculum.  An 

experienced student commented on writing as something desired to be added to the 

course curriculum having stated: 
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… maybe how to write a paper, older and young people.  Older people don’t have 

a lot of experience with technology so they are not prepared when they go into 

English or other classes and the teachers are also unprepared for them not being 

able to do that also. So even if there were a couple classes devoted to doing a 

word project on Microsoft Word. I think that would be something that would be 

good (ES2 lines 138-143). 

 
A faculty member shared that they engaged in exercises for writing skill 

development; he/she commented: 

…working through like the trouble shooting of writing, which was huge, learning 

how to construct a sentence, learning MLA formatting, APA formatting, even 

though it is not a part of the book you are supposed to teach, it is something you 

necessarily need to teach in order to set them up for success (FA2 lines 72-76). 

 
Journal writing was identified as one of the primary writing development 

exercises used in CLS 100 by both students and faculty. Comments were both in favor of 

and against this as a positive aspect of the curriculum.  A new student commented: 

I think those journals are 100 percent necessary because I mean she doesn’t want 

the book answer, she wants you to have a personal experience in it.  When you 

talk about what is going on in your life, it makes her know how you actually feel 

(ES2 lines 129-132).   

 
Another experienced student commented on the value of journal writing having stated: 

…I could think for myself and it wasn’t really like the teacher doing everything 

for you.  She made you bring home your own assignments, write in your own 
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journals, based on what your thoughts were.  It was my opinion, not someone 

telling me how I should feel about something (ES3 lines 79-82). 

 
 A faculty member shared that as part of the college success plan, specifically learning 

outcome number nine, journals were required as part of their curriculum. Experienced 

students also noted having to write journals as part of the curriculum. However, in 

contrast several did not feel they were beneficial. An experienced student commented, “I 

think it was good at getting people involved but I think it was too many journals (ES3 

lines 219-220).”  Another experienced student made similar comment of “…We had to 

read a chapter or something and we had to like try and relate it to ourselves more times.  

That was not beneficial at all (ES3 lines 214-217).” 

Critical thinking. Little commentary took place around critical thinking skills 

from both students and faculty. A new student did comment that the supplemental 

textbook, The Other Wes Moore, having shared: 

I really liked the additional textbook more than the actual textbook. It was more 

interesting and it kind of made you draw relationships from what you are learning 

in class to the textbook. It was much more direct. A little bit more critical thinking 

(NS1 Line 147-150). 

 
A faculty member did indicate that critical thinking skills are necessary when 

responding to the question, “What skills do you feel are necessary for students to be 

successful in college?”  Another faculty member commented on their role to develop this 

skill in his/her statement: 
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We are here to teach them to think and with that critical thinking component, to 

be able to ask the questions, to be able to get the responses that they need to 

know, to find the information.  Those are things that employers are going to be 

looking for too.  That is kind of how I conceptualize the class, kind of like a three-

part course (FA2 lines 752-756). 

 
Reading. Faculty identified reading as the strongest subcategory of ‘Skill 

Development.’ First, faculty discussed the varying reading levels of the community 

college student. A faculty member commented on the complexities of teaching to a wide 

variety of reading levels by stating: 

I found out very early on that I had a student that was not able to keep up with the 

other students in reading.  She had a very difficult time comprehending any 

reading assignment so it kind of limited me to what I could do in the class because 

she was so left behind and it would take her so much longer and I wanted to give 

her that opportunity to keep up (FA1 lines 233-237). 

 
Another faculty member cautioned on varying reading levels by stating that: 

We have such a diverse student body that we have to be aware of the reading 

level.  I don’t think we ever want to make this course something that is too high of 

a level for any of our students.  We want it to be accessible to all.  There may be, 

and this comes back to the beginning of what the instructors are given, there may 

be supplemental materials that could help the more advanced readers then feel 

more challenged in the course (FA1 lines 452-457).   
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 Faculty commented on the Focus on Community College Success textbook as a 

great way to integrate reading skill development into the curriculum. First, a faculty 

member commented on the Focus on Community College Success textbook as it relates to 

reading when he/she shared, “The CLS 100 book is written for people that have fairly 

college-ready reading skills (FA2 lines 192).” Another faculty discussed the stories at the 

beginning of each chapter as a way to introduce skill development topics, they 

commented: 

I think that CLS text is one of the framework pieces as it tells stories about 

people’s lives and those stories are meant to be applicable to our students.  They 

are meant to help the student find that connection; no you are not alone. You are 

not the only one that struggles with reading (FA2 lines 330-333). 

 
Another faculty member shared the importance of insuring that the reading 

assignments are being accomplished as a transferable skill to other courses. He/she 

stated: 

One of the good things that you can do with the textbook, in terms of setting these 

students up for success and letting them know what is coming is to give them 

those reading assignments ahead of time and meet them with quizzes and things 

to determine whether or not they have read that information.  When they don’t it 

is a good opportunity to say, you know what, try this in anatomy and physiology, 

try this in chemistry, try this in English or political science, this is not going to 

work.  This is what you have to do.  They get those lessons coming to them from 

a CLS 100 class, which has forgiveness to it that a chemistry instructor cannot 

afford (FA2 lines 195-202). 
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Another faculty member commented that they strive to enhance student reading 

development by noting how they engage students in conversation. The faculty member 

participant stated that they start the evaluation process with the student’s current reading 

level to provide input on how to read faster and more efficiently. The comment shared 

was, “How are you currently reading your textbook so we can show you a faster way to 

get to the source of that material and answer those questions? (FA2 lines 169-171).”  

An additional skill identified as it relates to the learning outcomes was memory 

building. However, there was very little commentary by new and experienced students 

and no commentary by faculty about memory building as a factor of skill development 

within the CLS100 curriculum. 

Student Learning Outcome 5: Describe their own learning style and select the 

approaches that will make learning easier for them. The fifth learning outcome is 

categorized as ‘Skill Development’ in these findings. Throughout the findings all 

participants discussed various aspects of learning styles, lecture styles and the use of 

textbook chapter exercises and case studies.  

Learning styles versus lecture styles. Learning and lecture styles were topics of 

conversation for new and experienced students as well as faculty.  Commentary was both 

favorable and not favorable regarding the exercises utilized within the curriculum as far 

as learning styles.  A new student stated that understanding their learning style helped 

them study better by noting, “Anything from your specific learning styles to kind of your 

overarching personality style really helps to just kind of figure out not only how you want 

to study but what you want to study (NS1 lines 123-124).” An additional new student 

stated that comparing personal learning styles to teaching styles was a beneficial part of 
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the curriculum by commenting, “It talked about learning styles as well as lecture styles 

which was a nice contrast (NS 1 lines 116-117).” 

An experienced student indicated that CLS100 benefited them in understanding 

how they learn by stating, “I think it helped me to learn how I learn personally and how 

to best support that style of learning (ES3 71-72).” An experienced student also noted 

he/she are still learning to understand different lecture styles through utilization of 

lessons learned in CLS100, he/she commented: 

I am still working on that personally because I do still have a hard time learning 

from certain instructors.  When I don’t understand the way that they teach, I tend 

to review the materials after the course or before the course that he is going to 

teach on the next day and try to teach myself so that I can understand it when he 

goes back over it and so I can have input in the class (ES2 lines 65-69). 

 
 Both new and experienced students were asked, “What would you remove from 

the class?” A new student commented, “I think memorizing all of those really specific 

names of learning styles and things didn’t really help me at all (NS1 lines 180-181).” 

A faculty member shared that learning styles was difficult to teach when 

responding to question “What was the most difficult section in the text for you to develop 

and facilitate? Why was it difficult?”  He/she noted: 

I remember learning styles was difficult to teach because the students assumed 

they had a particular learning style and then on top of it, I can’t recall the specific 

terms that they used to describe each one, but they had a hard time remembering 

the terms for that. … Students weren’t grasping those terms and they were 

disconnecting what it actually meant.  That was difficult for me and breaking 
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those barriers of somebody saying, I am a watch and see type of person instead of 

I am a hands-on learner, which is what they would have tested in if they filled out 

that learning style test.  That was difficult for me probably because they did not 

believe the results of that test (FA1 lines 571-579). 

 
Student Learning Outcome 6: Examine the advantages and challenges of 

diversity within a college context. The sixth CLS100 learning outcome is categorized by 

“Skill Development” in these findings.  Little commentary was gleaned from both new 

and experienced students except in their requirement to participate in a civic engagement 

activity of the Diversity Lecture Series at GRCC, which is discussed in learning outcome 

ten.  

Faculty commentary was not plentiful either. One faculty member did comment 

on the importance of diversity as part of the college experience by stating: 

The diversity thing is part of the college experience is to be able to open your 

mind and see the world in a different way. …Learning that you have social 

responsibilities.  Learning that being a citizen is equally important and being an 

educated citizen carries with it a lot more responsibility (FA2 lines 267-271). 

 
Two faculty participants commented about how diversity was included into their 

curriculum and classroom experience. One faculty member commented about being 

cognizant of the topic of diversity and how it is managed within a classroom setting by 

stating: 

Teaching them as a teacher I became very mindful of my behavior and my actions 

and how I implemented certain topics in the classroom, specifically on the topic 
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of diversity.  There is a chapter that covers that.  Being sensitive to how they view 

things.  Also looking at the socioeconomic status and the area that we were in, 

how information would be perceived, school setting (FA2 lines 95-99). 

 
An additional faculty member indicated they enhanced student learning by commenting, 

“I brought two people who were not American;  they were two international people just 

to talk about their experiences in America and other countries in the world.  They liked it 

so much (FA1 lines 625-627).” 

Student Learning Outcome 7: Develop effective strategies for college and life 

success in the areas of health, finance and interpersonal communications. The sixth 

CLS100 learning outcome is categorized as ‘Social Integration’ and ‘Skill Development’ 

in these findings. The findings for the areas of health and wellness, finance and 

communication skills are explored throughout this learning outcome section. 

Health/Wellness. The focus group discussion with new students resulted in health 

and wellness as a subcategory of ‘Skill Development’. The curriculum introduced sleep, 

nutrition and exercise strategies to assist students as part of being a healthy, productive 

and effective student.  A new student commented that the curriculum was “Just a 

reminder to stay active, watch what you eat, sleep (NS1 line 253).” Another new student 

commented, “We had like health rules that we used.  I think the three important things 

were sleep, nutrition, and exercise.  They specifically told us that exercise is very 

important to being a healthy student (NS2 lines 162-164).”  Another new student 

commented on having health/wellness as a group project the comment was “….did like a 

group project on it  to write down a whole bunch of different ways to like how you could 

be more active or get more sleep if you need to or something like that (NS2 167-169).” 
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Experienced students and faculty made no comment to health and wellness specifically; 

however, there was discussion of procrastination, stress and anxiety, which is analyzed in 

Learning Outcome number three discussed previously.  

Finance. The topic of finance resulted in a subcategory of the ‘Skill 

Development’ category. Very little commentary took place within the faculty focus 

groups and none within the student focus groups.  Several faculty members indicated they 

utilized external speaker and activities as a supplement to the curriculum.  Noted most 

often was the utilization of a Credit Union Representative to lead the financial component 

of the curriculum.  

There was no student commentary on financial literacy or other elements being 

present in the CLS100 curriculum.  

Communication skills. The focus group interviews resulted in interpersonal 

communication as a subcategory of both ‘Social Integration’ and ‘Skill Development.’ 

First, when faculty members were asked, “What skills do you feel are necessary for 

students to be successful in college?” several faculty members stated interpersonal and 

intrapersonal communication skills. A faculty member commented on the importance of 

communication as a trait for students by stating, “The ability to communicate what their 

needs are so then if there is a way that we can address them (FA1 lines 554-555).” 

Another faculty member commented that intrapersonal communication is key to a 

student’s understanding by having shared the statement, “Intrapersonal communication.  

How they communicate within themselves. They hear what they want to hear.  They hear 

what you don’t say (FA1 lines 557-558).” 
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Second, throughout each focus group interview social integration was clearly 

identified as a force to support the development of student interpersonal communication 

skills. The first focus of social integration resided around the student-to-student 

interaction in the classroom.  An experienced student commented about group 

discussions as a way to socially integrate by sharing, “We had a lot of group discussions 

in my class…That kind of helped us break out of our shell (ES2 lines 243-244).” Another 

experienced student indicated a benefit to taking CLS100 as learning how to better 

interact with peers by stating, “I would say yes, it taught me how to interact with other 

students in the classroom setting, which I think is really important (ES3 lines 89-90).” 

Two other experienced students responded to the question, “What would you add to the 

class?” by indicating they would add more group activities.  One of these experienced 

students commented, “I think that there should be more group activities when you are a 

first time student or going back, you are like a little fish in a big sea. Why not do a group 

project and bond with them… (ES3 lines 145-147).”   The second experienced student 

commented, “That is the only thing I could find is more group projects. It is a whole 

different place to get to know people and want to feel comfortable with people you are in 

class with (ES3 lines 149-151).” 

A new student commented about engaging with students in the class to acquire 

feedback as being helpful by stating: 

It was nice because everybody that was in the classroom was at the same level 

that I was.  It wasn’t mixed like all my other classes were.  So, I got to have 

feedback with other students in the classroom to see what they were doing their 

first-year (ES1 lines 37-40). 
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A faculty member also indicated utilizing class time for group work as a way to socially 

integrate students, the comment shared was, “I utilize the two hours in the class so they 

do a lot of group work with two to four and maybe so forth (FA1 lines 224-225).” 

Several new student participants were part of the honors program. The social 

integration aspect was one reason why students elected to take CLS100. A new student 

noted, “One other thing is really building the network of the honors students (NS1 lines 

469-470).” Another new student stated: 

I joined the honors program later than everyone else so I kind of heard about it 

through everyone in my other honors classes … most people in my other classes 

were taking it.  I thought I would just do it to because I wanted the credit and I felt 

like I needed to because everyone else was (NS1 lines 45-49). 

 
 Another new student stated: 

We were all new to the honors program and new students obviously.  It built up a 

nice atmosphere and gave us a head start on what we were going to be doing for 

the next couple years.  It helped us out being better people and students (NS1 

lines 96-99). 

 
An additional new student commented on the benefit of the cohort effect of the CLS100 

course for honors students by sharing: 

The honors component was very beneficial.  I have some friends who are taking 

the regular component. It is the same class, just without the honors specific things, 

and they said it is not really much of a benefit to them.  Also related, one other 

thing is really building the network of the honors students.  I have really enjoyed 
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building the relationships, not only personal but academic.  If I need help with 

something, you know, oh, so and so is good with this subject, maybe I could talk 

to them and they could give me a few pointers (NS1 lines 466-472). 

 
Numerous comments were made by faculty members, which indicated the 

importance of student-to-student interaction. A faculty member participant commented: 

I think learning who each other are and not being afraid.  One of the things we 

talk about is how to rely on your classmates because if you do need to be absent, 

how to ask for notes, how to conduct yourself.  Learning that they are in a 

community of learners is really an important part (FA2 lines 241-244). 

 
 Another faculty commented on the importance of building a sense of community and 

family within the classroom through social integration by stating: 

After a while, they begin to feel like family.  That is an important part.  If you are 

in a college and if you understand that it is a community, and if you understand 

that you have some support within that community, when obstacles occur, then 

instead of trying to suffer in silence or just walking away or dropping out, you 

have people that you can ask.  That is probably the biggest part of what we do is 

try to connect them (FA2 lines 257-261). 

 
Another faculty member was very intentional each day to assure social integration within 

the classroom to provide opportunity for students to get to know each other: 

I worked in the classroom to integrate the students getting to know each other was 

by switching it up. I would walk into the classroom every day and say, switch it 
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up, if you are sitting next to the same person you sat next to when you first 

walked in here, you need to find somebody else to sit next to (FA2 lines 275-279). 

 
A second avenue of social integration into the CLS100 curriculum is student to 

faculty contact. An experienced student stated a different element of comfort with their 

CLS100 instructor by commenting, “I think this is more or less a friendlier relationship.  I 

can always go back to her and ask her any questions about GRCC.  I just feel more 

comfortable around her, let’s put it that way (ES2 lines 258-260).”  Both new and 

experienced students noted a benefit to taking CLS100 when taught by a counselor. A 

new student commented, “I am really glad that we had the teacher we had because she 

was a counselor and she has really helped me out (NS1 lines 444-445).” Another new 

student commented that social interaction with instructor, who is a counselor, as a benefit 

to taking the course: 

The second benefit would be that I developed a working relationship with my 

counselor who to this point has been an invaluable resource.  You know, just 

whenever you have a question, if you are comfortable with that counselor, it is 

much easier to ask and get a better informed answer (NS1 lines 76-79). 

 
A new student commented the desire to add more one on one time with their instructor 

when asked, “What would you add to the class?” He/she commented: 

Maybe some extra one-on-one type of thing, more or less.  I know we had a one-

on-one thing at the end of the class.  I think she should have one at the beginning, 

middle, and end.  I know she gave us that little pre-quiz that we took to tell us our 

strengths and weaknesses but I think during the middle of the thing, she should 
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give us a one-on-one interview and ask us how we are doing and how our other 

classes are and go through how our strengths and weaknesses and how this class 

has made them better.  That is what I think they should add next time (ES2 lines 

94-100). 

 
An experienced student commented, “It was nice having a counselor teach because she 

knew a little bit about every department and she knew how to help us plan for the future 

(ES1 lines 226-227).” 

A faculty member also commented on the important of the CLS100 curriculum as 

a mechanism to socially integrate students through helping them to combat academic and 

personal issues, especially when the instructor is a counselor. The comment stated was:  

Well, I think students have someone to turn to when something happens that they 

don’t know how to handle.  I think in many classes that is half the battle.  It is a 

good thing that counseling is the department from which professors for that class 

are drawn because we sort of have a background of resources … (FA2 lines 306-

309). 

 
Peer-to-peer, student to faculty and faculty type as noted in these findings are 

most critical to both student groups as well as faculty as it relates to student success. 

Non-classroom integration is discussed in Learning Outcome number ten of this chapter. 

Student Learning Outcome 8: Use technology in college and lifelong learning 

to include Internet, e-mail, word processing, and discussion boards. The eighth CLS100 

learning outcome is categorized as Skill Development in these findings. Experienced 

students and faculty indicated that having the ability to use technology in a variety of 
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ways was a necessary skill for students to be successful in college. However, new 

students did not express the need to learn technology in the classroom nor did they 

express it as part of the curriculum they experienced or appreciated. In contrast, 

experienced students commented on several occasions the need to add technology to the 

curriculum by sharing, “I don’t know about CLS in general but I think some sort of 

maybe technology based, maybe how to write a paper, older and young people (ES3 lines 

138-143).” An additional comment was shared related to the support of technology 

infused in the curriculum, “She touched very little on the fact and how to format your 

header and footer.  She didn’t get into very much of how to use PowerPoint and how to 

use Word, which are very common and useful tools in college (ES3 lines 204-208).” 

Several experienced students commented on learning of Blackboard and 

discussion boards via their CLS100 course by sharing: 

He also made us do discussion boards on Blackboard and at this point, I had no 

idea what Blackboard was so that helped me out as far as like in the future 

because I used that information to take online classes… I think that really helped 

me out too (ES2 lines 207-213).  

 
An additional experienced student commented: 

We did weekly reading and then we would have quizzes at the end of the week on 

Blackboard.  That was really nice because it kind of helped with becoming a more 

productive reader as well as using Blackboard because I hadn’t really before and 

to know how to do the quizzes and everything online was really nice because now 

we do it in other classes and technology is not my strong point (ES1 lines 42-46). 
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A faculty member commented that the textbook and curriculum are lacking depth 

for student technology development. The comment shared was: 

I don’t think either one of those goes into the depth of student development 

pieces, into career pieces, and into some of the technological pieces in terms of 

the additional technological resources that are available as a part of the book that 

we have chosen to use (FA1 lines 30-33).   

 
Student Learning Outcome 9: Construct a college success plan and initial 

career plan. The ninth CLS100 learning outcome is categorized as Academic and Career 

Planning in these findings. Several subcategories were constructed when discussing the 

college success plan as well as what aspects of the CLS100 curriculum best led to their 

persistence; they are described in detail below.  

Goals/Plan/Direction. Students commented that their college success plan 

brought personal insight in order to better establish a plan and goals.  A new student 

shared: 

It was our final project for the class.  It was actually part of our final exam.  What 

I gained is that I understand myself a little bit more.  I understand that now I can 

say with certainty what I want to do, what my plan and my goal and my path is 

going to be to get there.  It just gave me a feeling of surety.  I felt like I was 

secure in my decisions (NS2 lines 255-259). 

 
Another new student commented on how they benefited from their success plan as a way 

of self-awareness and understanding by sharing: 
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What I gained is that I understand myself a little bit more.  I understand that now I 

can say with certainty what I want to do, what my plan and my goal and my path 

is going to be to get there.  It just gave me a feeling of security.  I felt like I was 

secure in my decisions (NS2 lines 256-259). 

 
An experienced student shared the benefit of their college success plan by commenting, 

“That helped a lot because it helped to plan out what I am going to do the following year 

when I came back and what classes I need to be taking (ES1 lines 133-135).” An 

additional experienced student shared that their College Success Plan resulted in a career 

paper; he/she shared:  

It was pretty much you wanted to look up some background on your career.  

Figure out what the work environment was, wages, and the hours you worked. 

…In the conclusion, I talked about how I felt about the career and if I still wanted 

to pursue it or not and I did want to pursue it so I think that was a great paper to 

do some extra research on my actual career (ES2 lines 156-161). 

 
When students were asked if they revisited their College Success Plan, three new students 

and four experienced students indicated they had or will utilize their College Success 

Plan in the future.  

A faculty member shared that students are not prepared at the stage of taking 

CLS100 to set goals.  He/she commented, “They are not quite focused on their goals yet, 

they are not seeing that picture even though that is what we are trying to help them do, 

and they are not quite ready (FA1 lines 334-335).” He/she further commented: 
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That was one of those projects to that I felt like if there had been something more 

specific in terms of training for faculty that are best practices or specific 

guidelines about how to make that a successful project.   I think that would have 

been really helpful (FA1 lines 336-338). 

 
Degree/Transfer. The main component that both new and experienced students 

felt was a compelling reason for their persistence in college as well as the main learning 

component of CLS100 was degree and/or transfer knowledge.  A new student 

commented, “The transfer section was big for me on transfer requirements. I would like 

to have had more time to figure it out (NS1 lines 158-159).”  Another new student 

commented, “I think maybe I would have wanted to learn a little bit more how to analyze 

another college's web site if you are trying to do research on that college (NS1 lines 171-

172).” Another new student commented on CLS100 being invaluable to assisting with 

transfer knowledge by stating, “Learning about the transfer process was invaluable as 

well.  I would have never known all the different resources for transferring and even just 

double checking the resources for if your credits will transfer to a four-year institution 

(NS1 lines 82-84).”  

When asked, “What would you add in the class?”, a new student shared, “I would 

like to have had more time to I guess figure it out.  Just more time in the computer lab to 

figure that out (NS1 lines 158-160).” An additional new student commented: 

I think it really helped me a lot in researching my major and taking the time to 

actually do that and to try to figure out what colleges were better. Just doing 

research in general about the schooling and requirements I needed to get to where 
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I wanted to because before I took the class, I knew what I wanted to do, I just 

wasn’t sure how to get there (NS1 lines 55-59). 

 
An experienced student commented, “I would focus a little bit more on transferring (ES1 

lines 59).” 

 A faculty member commented on the importance of providing general college 

knowledge to students through the CLS100 curriculum. He/she commented: 

I think that part of the success of CLS 100 is that you can entice a student to 

learning about general college information.  Things like what is college, what is a 

credit hour, what makes a transcript official, how do I do that, how do I transfer, 

what is the difference between an occupational degree and a transfer degree, and 

all of these things are fascinating to them because they truly do not know them 

(FA2 lines 140-144). 

   
Another faculty member shared their role in providing understanding around transfer 

through the CLS100 by stating: 

I think our transfer population has grown significantly and that student has a 

different need.  Yes they need to learn GRCC but depending on the program and 

the school that they are transferring to, they need to very quickly need to be 

learning about that school and the transfer process and what they need to do to 

prepare and to recognize that just because this is GRCC’s policy, when they get 

over to Grand Valley, it is not going to be the same thing (FA1 lines 463-468). 

 



 124

Another faculty member shared that as part of their curriculum he/she did require 

students to attend a transfer fair and report on the experience and learning.  

Mentorship. Mentorship is identified as a subcategory of Social Integration. A 

new student commented on desiring mentorship to be added to the CLS100 curriculum 

when asked, “What would you like to see added to the course?”  The comment shared 

was: 

Maybe if the class did something where it was they had successful students who 

had maybe taken the class before kind of come back and be sort of someone you 

can talk to, like a mentor, big sister/little sister kind of thing (NS1 lines 350-352). 

 
A faculty member commented as part of the establishing a student’s college success plan, 

they were also assigned a mentor. The comment was: 

…Our whole objective was then after that, okay, we have a plan, now let’s set you 

up.  Whether that meant connecting them with mentors, whether mentoring some 

of them myself, or providing them with additional resources and tools within the 

community. … (FA2 lines 379-382). 

 
Student Learning Outcome 10: Engage in the campus and larger community 

through activities, which affect positive personal and civic change. The tenth CLS100 

learning outcome is categorized as Social Integration and Skill Development in these 

findings. Three subcategories of student life/clubs, diversity lecture series and transfer 

fairs were identified throughout these results. 

Student Life/Clubs. New and experienced students commented about different 

aspects of student life, clubs and organizations as it related to ‘Social Integration’. An 
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experienced student commented about her CLS100 instructor requiring them to be active 

in student life activities, the comment shared: 

I actually work with [faculty name] in [department name] here too so that got me 

active in those as well.  I feel that just being in CLS with him taught me a lot and 

just got me out there on the campus.  I really feel comfortable if I ever have a 

question going to him and I have actually worked with him before too.  I think 

that is important (ES2 lines 263-267). 

 
Another new student expressed difficulty in finding student organizations when asked, 

“What would you add to the class?” He/she commented: 

The entire time there, I was always wondering where were different types of 

groups and things that you could be part of that could help us be even more 

successful on campus. …I am having complications finding groups and things 

like that (NS2 lines 111-116). 

 
An experienced student stated the course helped him/her figure out how to become active 

in student organizations by sharing: 

…guess my biggest thing would be like I just said the small things that you don’t 

think about or became extremely important.  Recently, I just applied for Phi Theta 

Kappa I believe.  If I hadn’t taken the class, I wouldn’t have known about it and I 

know that it was one of the first questions that were asked on my application are 

you a member of this organization (ES1 lines 190-194). 

 
A new student talked about the impact CLS100 had on their ability to fulfill honors 

program requirements. He/she commented: 
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Taking the honors part of it, our teacher, I don’t know if it was for everybody or 

what but we were required to go to a couple campus activities and write a 

reflection on it which is part of the honors program requirement. There was also 

volunteer work which is also a requirement of the honors program.  I probably 

wouldn’t have finished the honors program, like all of the extra aspects besides 

the credits, without that class.  I wouldn’t have because I wouldn’t have known 

where to go, where to start, or where to look (NS1 lines 457-463). 

 
Diversity lecture series. A new student commented on what they gained through 

attending a lecture series as it relates to Skill Development. The comment was: 

We had cultural diversity or something where we had to go out in the community 

and around the campus and meet with people… There was one optional 

requirement (diversity) and I think a lot of people did that and that gave people, 

especially me a little bit more insight (NS1 lines 167-170). 

  
 An experienced student shared a similar experience in having shared, “I went to the 

diversity lecture series which was awesome.  That was the first time I had ever went to 

one of those (ES2 206-207).” 

Another new student shared his/her experience with their alternate textbook as it 

tied to attendance at one of the lecture series. He/she commented: 

We read The Other Wes Moore.  We had the option to go listen to him talk which 

was really cool.  I guess I am not 100 percent sure if he talked about diversity 

specifically but we had the option to write an essay on diversity and there was 
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something else we did with it in class.  I don’t remember what it was (NS1 136-

139). 

 
Another student spoke to the learning when attending the lecture by Wes Moore by 

commenting: 

Wes Moore talking to us was huge….we actually got to meet him.  The speech 

that he gave was huge and it did take off a bit of stress.  The presentation wasn’t 

required but reading the book was required, that was so much better leading 

directly into his presentation.  His presentation was perfect (NS1 lines 140-144). 

 
Faculty also discussed requiring students to attend a diversity lecture series or they 

brought in an outside presenter from the Woodrick Diversity Learning Center. 

Transfer fair. A new student shared that the requirement to attend a college fair 

was beneficial by stating: 

We had a cultural diversity or something where we had to go out in the 

community and around the campus and meet with people and one of them was the 

college transfer fair.  That was one of the optional requirements and I think a lot 

of people did that and that gave people, especially me a little bit more insight 

(NS1 lines 167-170). 

 
Faculty also spoke to requiring student attendance at a transfer fair as part of their 

learning experience.  

The Textbook 

Faculty members were asked their perceptions of the Focus on Community 

College Success textbook. The question posed was, “How effective was the CLS100 
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textbook FOCUS on Community College Success?” Varying perceptions were discussed.  

New students, although not specifically asked the question, did provide some insight into 

their perceptions of the textbook. A new student noted liking an alternate textbook over 

the assigned textbook by commenting: 

I really liked the additional textbook more than the actual textbook. It was more 

interesting and it kind of made you draw relationships from what you are learning 

in class to the textbook. It was much more direct. A little bit more critical thinking 

(NS1 lines 147-150). 

 
 Another new student commented, “I think, I will just refer to the name, “Book Focus,” 

that definitely helped me (NS1 lines 244-245). There was no commentary acquired from 

the experienced students.  

A faculty member noted that the textbook written to a level that does not inspire 

or challenge students. He/she shared: 

I think, and I agree that to me, although there is great benefit in the course, if the 

students are really into it and apply that, I think some of it, to me, is written at 

such at a level that is common sense so they don’t take it very serious (FA1 lines 

130-132).  

 
Other faculty agreed about the common sense aspects of the textbook by stating, 

“Personally, I like the book although it felt like it was common sense on some topics 

(FA1 lines 219-220).” Another faculty member stated: 

I thought Focus was pretty good.  I think I struggled my first semester because I 

agree and think it was really written common sense.  I had to step back and try to 
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figure out where they were because some of it wasn’t common sense for all of 

them (FA1 lines 209-211). 

 
A faculty member also shared their perception of the textbook by sharing, “I think the 

CLS textbook, Focus Text, is a good textbook. Are all of the components that students 

need there?  It is kind of a hit or miss with that (FA2 lines 160-161).” 

Several faculty members spoke to utilizing supplemental instruction materials to 

the assigned textbook.  A faculty member commented, “I found myself wishing that we 

had a supplemental GRCC specific curriculum (FA1 line 112).” Another stated they 

created their own study guides; the comment was “… I created my own study guides. …I 

used those instead of the course-given scripted questions (FA1 lines 427-433).” Another 

faculty member shared weaving in existing college workshop materials into the 

curriculum by stating, “There are additional training pieces that we use and in counseling 

we do have a series of workshops that covers many many academic skills areas so that 

gives us a good basis to draw on from studying for finals (FA2 lines 137-139).” The same 

faculty member further stated that there are particular areas that the text does not cover 

by explaining “…the chapter on study skills and memorization and pneumonic is not 

extremely complete so bringing in some exercises there and certainly on note taking 

(FA2 lines 135-136).” 

Both students and faculty discussed the benefits of utilizing an alternate textbook 

in the class. A faculty member shared: 

Additional books, the ‘one book one college’ that we utilized, it allows a student 

to take a step back and kind of immerse themselves into something that is often 
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times tangible.  With the text that we have this time, it was a very tangible read 

for a lot of the students (FA2 lines 173-176). 

 
Case studies. New and experienced students spoke favorably about the case 

studies at the beginning of each chapter. A new student commented that he/she could 

relate to the case studies by noting “There was always something in that book that I was 

facing myself (NS2 line 82-83).” Another experienced student commented: 

Not only used them but read them in class and then we would go over the 

questions and reactions questions.  It would ask me if we had any similarities to 

this person and then ways to fix or change what he is doing bad.  That was pretty 

good.  There was a couple that I could actually relate to and people were throwing 

out some good ideas as ways to cope with it (ES2 lines 88-92). 

 
A faculty member shared that they only utilized those that would benefit the 

current students to add value to the chapter content, the comment shared: 

What I did was I read those scenarios and then I looked for scenarios that I could 

use with my students.  They helped me to be more creative, to contextualize my 

class and they ended up being very good. We tried to compare the two and I 

found the students had more interest in what I brought instead of what is in the 

book (FA1 lines 402-410). 

 
Another faculty member commented, “The concepts were good.  It was probably not the 

best way of presenting the material (FA1 lines 420-421).” A final faculty member shared 

that the case studies allowed students to relate to the story: 
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I think that CLS text is one of the framework pieces as it tells stories about 

people’s lives and those stories are meant to be applicable to our students.  They 

are meant to help the student find that connection; no you are not alone (FA2 lines 

330-332). 

 
Chapter exercises. A faculty member could not incorporate all exercises but did 

find value in them. The comment stated was, “A lot of the exercises are very helpful but 

again, you kind of have to pick and choose because there are so many (FA1 lines 424-

425).” Another faculty member shared that he or she thought the exercises were a good 

starting point to creating supplemental instructional materials by stating: 

I would say the exercises in the book are a good resource. I didn’t feel that I had 

to use an exercise every class period but they were good resources and once you 

get to know who the students are it gives you a launching point to say … in terms 

of a supplement or something that I think is going to connect a little differently.  

At least it starts you off in that direction in my opinion (FA1 lines 497-502).   

 
Faculty Orientation 

In order to effectively teach these learning outcomes, it was necessary for faculty 

to have a deep understanding of the curriculum, the textbook, the college, the students 

and the contribution this course has on the student success. A subcategory that should be 

noted resides around the faculty orientation session and materials.  One question posed to 

faculty participants was, “Did you feel prepared to teach CLS100 after attending 

orientation?” Five faculty participants indicated they attended but did not feel prepared 

and three did not attend an orientation.   



 132

Those that did attend noted not feeling as though it was a training to prepare them 

to be successful with the course content. One faculty member shared, “It was more 

meeting some of the other people who had taught the class previously and who were 

going to teach it the same semester.  I didn’t see it as training at all (FA1 lines 70-72).” 

An additional faculty member shared: 

Specifically being prepared following the orientation, probably not completely.  I 

think that there was a lot more that could have been done … I don’t think either 

one of those goes into the depth of student development pieces, into career pieces, 

and into some of the technological pieces in terms of the additional technological 

resources that are available as a part of the book that we have chosen to use.  I 

think that those pieces are missing from the orientation (FA1 lines 23-33). 

 
 An additional faculty member shared, “I did attend the session and they did give us 

numerous amounts of training on it but nothing prepares you like being actually in the 

classroom (FA2 lines 29-30).” An additional faculty member stated that he/she thought 

more was going to come after the orientation to prepare them, he/she commented:  

That thing that we were calling orientation… really felt more like a time that was 

trying to sell the class, like trying to sell people to be faculty versus teaching us 

how to be faculty for that class.  I felt like when I went to that, that it was just an 

overview of what the class would be and that there would be more to come and 

then there wasn’t. ... That part was more challenging so I felt sort of prepared for 

the content but not really prepared for the course (FA1 lines 57-68). 
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Another faculty member shared that training for faculty is instrumental to students 

gaining skills from CLS100:  

I don’t think all of our students get a fair shake at getting as much out of the 

course as they can.  In my opinion, it needs to be more of a kit.  You become part 

of this class, get a training, and you have some very specific things that yes, you 

have some freedom here but yes there are some specific guidelines and 

expectations and you can meet these requirements in that way.   I think that the 

faculty training piece is huge (FA1 lines 703-708). 

 
A final faculty member commented that the faculty orientation and training resided 

around if this course becomes mandatory for students by stating: 

Those are going to be important pieces in the sense of the training necessary for 

the faculty to teach the course.  I think that there are some pieces that are missing 

there in the sense if it is going to be meaningful and for a greater number of 

students then you have got to do the work as far as prepping and training the 

faculty (FA1 lines 695-698). 

 
Further, the curriculum for CLS100 has many facets to it. A faculty member noted about 

the curriculum: 

I think the curriculum is intense. … Truly to get through the entire book and all of 

the information and just spend some time helping them get comfortable with the 

college and what college is all about and all of those pieces, it is not really 

possible (FA1 lines 86-97). 
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Another faculty member commented: 

I felt like there was a lot of content and ….I tried to figure out what my students 

wanted to learn about and we talked about the different topics that were covered 

in the book and they kind of did a ranking of their top interest points.  Then I 

completely took the book and I tore all of the chapters out and re-arranged it in an 

order based on importance for them (FA1 lines 99-103). 

 

Data Analysis 

A syllabus is a contract between the professor and the student as it provides the 

expectations, assignments, measurements, and desired outcomes. McKeachie and 

Svinicki (2011) indicated, “like a contract, a syllabus should help students understand 

both their responsibilities and yours (p. 15).”  These authors further stated that there is no 

one model for the construction of a syllabus. However, they also stated, “be clear about 

when and how learning will be assessed. What students do is strongly influenced by their 

anticipation of the ways learning will be evaluated (p. 17).”  

Ten randomly selected syllabi by GRCC were provided to establish if the learning 

outcomes were clearly identified on each. To protect the anonymity of the instructor 

responsible for the creation of the syllabi, all names and contact information were 

extracted prior to providing as part of the research study. Of the ten syllabi provided, nine 

clearly indicated the learning outcomes by titling them either Course Objectives or 

Course Outcomes.  

Summary  

The purpose of this chapter was to present the results of the data analysis of the 

student and faculty focus groups related to this study. The results identified five 
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categories as perceived by students and faculty about the most important curricular 

elements that lead to student persistence.  These categories also produced several 

subcategories in these findings. Categories and subcategories were cross-compared 

between new and experienced students and student and faculty groups.  These categories 

were then compared to the CLS100 course learning outcomes during deductive analysis. 

There were several subcategories that were added beyond the stated CLS00 learning 

outcomes in order to fully address the themes generated during coding and data analysis.  

Based on these findings, the desired curricular components for CLS100 at GRCC 

will be discussed in Chapter 5.   

 

 



 

 

 

 

 
 

CHAPTER 5: SUMMARY, FINDINGS, AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

Summary of the Study 

Community college enrollments have seen a tremendous increase and have made 

vast strides in providing access and opportunity to higher education; however, very little 

has been done to improve student success or college completion. The average persistence 

rate at two-year colleges between 1982-2010, freshman to sophomore years, was 56 

percent and completion rates for those who graduated in three years or less was 28 

percent (ACT, 2010). These rates have caused student persistence and completion to be at 

the forefront of several national initiatives and community colleges have been reasoned 

as the institutions to accomplish these completion agendas.  

To combat dismal student success rates, institutions have developed an array of 

intervention strategies to increase persistence, transfer and graduation rates such as first-

year experience courses and programs. First-year experience courses have been part of 

academic curriculum at American colleges for over 100 years (USC, 2012). The most 

prominent and widely recognized first-year experience effort was South Carolina’s 

University 101 course, introduced in 1972.  
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While first-year experience courses have been at the forefront of an abundant 

amount of literature, it was typically found in a four-year setting with four-year 

institution students.  The curriculum of a first-year experience again is designed to guide 

a student through the transition process from high school to college through a 

multifaceted pedagogical approach. Braxton (2000) espouses that curriculum structure 

and pedagogy invariably shape both student learning and persistence. Although there has 

been research conducted on first-year experience course curriculum, no one curriculum 

has been developed to support this initiative toward moving the completion needle. 

Further, the research that has been conducted on first-year experience curriculum lacks 

the input of faculty and students who have experienced it. This research supported the 

determination of what critical curricular components lead to community college student 

success, especially in a community college setting by acquiring the voice of both faculty 

and students.   

The purpose of this study was to gain an understanding of the benefits of a first-

year experience course curriculum at GRCC as it related to student persistence.  

Perceptions of new and experienced students as well as faculty of the first-year 

experience course curriculum as it contributed to student success were discovered.  The 

participants’ perceptions were then used to guide recommendations for curricular 

enhancements. New and experienced students are defined as: 

New Student- Students who took first-year experience course (CLS100) and 

persisted the next semester. The “new” students in this study are first time community 

college students who successfully completed CLS100 fall 2012 and persisted to winter 

2013. 



 138

Experienced Student- Students who took first-year experience course (CLS100) 

and persisted for one or more years. The ‘experienced’ students are first time community 

college students who successfully completed CLS100 during or before the fall 2011 

semester and persisted fall 2012.  

Through the use of a constructivist epistemological approach to this qualitative 

study the researcher examined the perceptions that students and faculty constructed for 

themselves following their experience with the CLS100 curriculum. The study drew from 

focus group interview methodology and documents as sources for analysis. Since the 

study analyzed a community college course it was important to bring in information from 

individuals who have had exposure and experience with the course. This study was based 

on the belief that the students and faculty had unique and individual experiences with the 

CLS100 curriculum.  

New and experienced students as well as faculty were invited via email to 

participate in focus groups. Several email iterations took place to acquire participants. 

Due to the lack of response from both new and experienced students, an alternate 

approach was taken to seek participation.  The researcher reached out to the course 

instructors to seek assistance in supporting the researchers need for participants. Several 

instructors contacted students via email or personal contact to encourage participation. 

This support increased the number of participants. This faculty to student contact to 

produce an outcome is an indication of the positive impact that CLS100 has on 

relationship building for students with their respective faculty. 
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Findings and Recommendations  

The design of this study was predicated on one central question; What are the 

primary curricular elements of CLS100 that have contributed to new and experienced 

student’s persistence at Grand Rapids Community College (GRCC)? 

Categories of themes were generated through an inductive analysis of focus group 

transcripts and facilitator notes produced from interviews with new and experienced 

students and full and part-time faculty. These categories were then compared to the 

CLS100 course learning outcomes during deductive analysis. The CLS100 course 

learning outcomes that matched during analysis were utilized as the framework of the 

study. The model of themes is presented in Table 4. 

 

Table 4 
 
Themes 
Categories Thematic Topics  
Academic Integration 
 

• High School vs. College  
• Adult vs. Traditional Aged 
• Strategies for Success  

College Services Integration  • College Services 
• College Service Personnel 

Skill Development • Learning vs. Lecture Styles 
• Note-taking, Test-taking and Study Skills 
• Procrastination 
• Stress Management 
• Communication Skills 
• Technology 
• Time Management 
• Writing 
• Finance 
• Diversity 

Social Integration • Peer to Peer  
• Student to Faculty 
• Outside of the Classroom  

Academic and Career Planning 
 

• Strategies for Establishing Academic and Career 
Goals  
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Completion of the CLS100 appeared to influence student persistence. The level of 

influence is not entirely clear because the participants’ perceptions differed from group to 

group and participant to participant. The strongest categorical links between both new 

and experienced students that helped them to be retained was through College Service 

Integration and Social Integration. In comparison faculty indicated the categories of 

Academic and Career Planning and Social Integration as the primary curricular 

associations to student persistence. However, faculty clearly stated that student 

persistence is not totally predicated on the curriculum of CLS100. The categorical themes 

outlined in the above table will be discussed in the next section.  

The categorical themes outlined in the above table as well as the identified 

recommendations for practice or policy enhancements for GRCC are discussed in depth 

throughout the remainder of this chapter. Table 5 below outlines the recommendations as 

related to the five primary categories derived in this study. 



 141

 

 

Table 5 
 
Categorical Recommendations  
Category Thematic Topic Recommendation  
Academic 
Integration  

Transition  • High school to college 
• Adult students 
• Pedagogical mix 

College Service 
Integration  

Orientation • Link CLS100 and new student 
orientation 

• NSO team membership 
• Reference Sheet 
• Scavenger hunt exercise 

Skill Development  • Writing 
• Stress management 
• Technology 
• Finance 
• Diversity  

• Integrate tutoring and formatting 
• Central repository for materials and 

tour 
• Introduction to required technology 
• SALT financial literacy 
• Thematic curriculum development 

Social Integration • Peer to peer 
• Student to faculty 
• Non-classroom 

• Mentorship 
• 1x1’s and exit interviews 
• Required participation  

Academic and 
Career Planning 

Goal Establishment • Career assessment/exploration 
• Transfer 
• My Degree Path 

 

Academic Integration. This first category included topics relating to 

understanding the expectations in and differences of college. The results of the study 

identified subcategories of understanding differences between high school and college, 

differences between adult versus traditional aged student learning and needs; and the 

establishment of success strategies.  

Community colleges serve a wide variety of ages. According to AACC (2013) 39 

percent of community college students are under the age of 21 while the average age is 

28. With 39 percent of community college students being traditional aged there is a need 
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for students to understand the differences in expectations and rigor from high school to 

college. Student and faculty talked about the transition challenges when a student is 

coming directly from high school.  Students mostly discussed that a lot of students treat 

college like high school and that is when they get into academic trouble. One new student 

commented: 

A lot of people told me when I was coming to CC, it was like, oh, it is like 13th 

grade, and it is so easy.  I was like slapped in the face the first month because I 

just didn’t expect it at all and this class definitely helped me figure it out (lines 

NS1 231-233).  

 
The findings of this study support the necessity to incorporate the differences between 

high school and college into the curriculum to help first-year students adjust. 

Adjustment matters were not only an issue for traditional aged students, it was 

also apparent through listening to discussion that it impacted adult learners as well. 

Making the transition to college requires students the wherewithal to negotiate challenges 

and influences in their lives external of the college environment. With the average age of 

students being 28 years of age there are definitely differences in acclimating students 

academically. Non-traditional students often face the same barriers to success as at-risk 

students (Myran, 2008).  Laanan (2003) stated that typically these adult learners have 

“…anxiety, guilt, and fear upon returning to the classroom (as cited by Myran, 2008, p. 

6).”  Adult students discussed being unsure what to expect when taking courses with 

younger students. An experienced student recalled: 

I started school not knowing if I was going to fit in being a little older.  …It has 

taught me that that I have stayed at GRCC because CLS has made my mind be a 



 143

little more open to go to school with the younger kids and people older even (ES3 

lines 128-133). 

 
Another adult student stated the need to learn to balance home and school. He/she stated: 

…I swore up and down that I had hours on hours on end to do things and I 

realized once breaking it down that I spend time with my kids, making dinner, 

homework checking, and I am realizing that I am ending up with this small 

amount of time to do me and it was affecting my grades (NS2 lines 152-156). 

 
Techniques to assist high school students and adult learners to transition into higher 

education are a recommendation for curricular enhancement.  

In the fall of 2011, AACC reported that 45 percent of community college students 

are first time in college.  These students do not have an understanding of what it takes to 

be successful in college. Many new student participants discussed the need to be 

academically motivated in order to succeed in college.  As discussed in Chapter 2, 

Tinto’s (1993) model includes commitment issues as an individual cause for departure. 

He stated that commitment is the student’s motivation or effort toward achieving a goal. 

Often if students do not come with a goal in mind, a clear commitment to their 

educational goals or the institution, they will depart before completing.   

Motivation was further associated with getting good grades and setting personal 

goals by students. A large body of literature indicated that first-year experience courses 

have a positive impact on student academic and social integration, acquisition of higher 

grades and persistence (Porter and Swing, 2006).  However, Upcraft, Gardner, Barefoot 

and Associates (2005) stated that as educational leaders we need to shift students away 
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from the extrinsic motivations for learning to get the grade point average as many are 

focused on the grades rather than learning.  Further, 40 percent of community college 

students are the first in their family to attend college so they lack the support structures to 

motivate them (AACC, 2013). Upcraft, et al. (2005) stated that the model of faculty 

members who create knowledge and supply it through lectures no longer supports the 

student of today.  From the findings of this study, a mix of pedagogical approaches 

incorporated into CLS100 to include student participation, intentional faculty to student 

interaction, writing about learning, group activities, supplemental instructional materials, 

guest speakers and experiential learning is supported. 

College Services Integration. This second category included topics relating to 

understanding services areas and the value of each. The results of the study identified 

subcategories of college services and college service personnel assimilation.  

Assisting students with adjusting to their new environment is a goal of CLS100. 

First-year experience courses offer a benefit unlike other courses to not only take 

proactive steps to acclimating students but also as a venue for developing awareness of 

the student and institutional roles, rights and responsibilities in the college environment.  

Student participants discussed at length the benefits of a scavenger hunt exercise 

in CLS100 as a mechanism to gaining an understanding of the various service 

departments and their respective purposes. They used phrases such as, “I would have no 

idea…”, “more comfortable” and “it was really helpful” when discussing their 

perspectives of the scavenger hunt. Faculty also noted that it was their role as educators 

to acclimate students to the institution and service areas.  
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As outlined in Chapter 2, Vincent Tinto (1993) stated that there are institutional 

effects that lead to student departure through incongruence.  Incongruence is defined as, 

“individuals perceive themselves at odds with the institution (p. 50).” Students need 

assistance in trying to figure out this new environment and the intricacies of the 

operations of higher education including the purpose of service offices, locations and 

personnel.  Kay McClenney, director of Center for Community College Student 

Engagement, has stated on numerous occasions, “students don’t do optional (Fain, 2013, 

n.p.).”  By requiring the scavenger hunt exercise as part of the curriculum, the college is 

serving students well in being more comfortable on campus and acquiring knowledge of 

available resources.  

The findings of this study support the continuation of the scavenger hunt and 

campus tours to acclimate students to college services. Further, it was recommended by a 

student for the development of a reference sheet that outlines the various service areas, 

locations and purposes in addition to the scavenger hunt. 

Both students and faculty identified a missing link between new student 

orientation and the CLS100 curriculum.  Faculty recommended strengthening the link 

between the CLS100 curriculum and the New Student Orientation (NSO) program in 

order to navigate the college more effectively. Students also commented on believing 

they were going to learn about various service departments and their purpose but were 

disappointed this did not occur through their attendance at NSO.  Although it is 

recommended to link this course curriculum to CLS100, it should not be the substitute of 

a robust orientation program to integrate students with college services and personnel; 

they should complement each other. Further, the use of the scavenger hunt exercise as a 
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mechanism to affirm the learning that took place during New Student Orientation tour 

could be beneficial to students. 

Further, having an experienced faculty member or director over the CLS100 

curriculum as part of the New Student Orientation Development Team is imperative to 

create an effective connection. Further by having this link, redundancy can be avoided. 

 Skill Development. This third category included topics relating to academic skill 

development.  Based on the results of the study the following subcategories were 

identified as areas of development including learning preferences, note-taking, 

procrastination, stress management, technology, test-taking, time management, and 

writing skills. Critical thinking, finance and diversity were less noted as findings in this 

study. Further, communication skills are outlined in the Social Integration section of 

these categories. 

The initial first few weeks of a first-year experience course focus on social 

integration into the college environment. After that time, academic skill development 

begins. Increased rigor of college attributes to students choosing to depart without putting 

forth the effort to meet academic standards to avoid failure. The skills that are developed 

through first-year experiences courses can assist with combating that departure.  

Common sense, as it relates to the CLS100 curriculum as well as the approved 

course textbook, was discussed by both students and faculty but on differing levels. A 

new student stated that the course lacked new learning:  

… throughout the class I’m not even sure we learned anything that was like 

drastically new.  A lot of the stuff we already knew but it just gave us a much 

better focus on everything and kind of helped us to reevaluate what to do in 
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each situation instead of just taking it all in at the same time (NS1 lines 131-

134). 

 
While this student indicated lack of rigor in the curriculum, another called the homework 

“superfluous (NS1 line 432)” and other students felt it was difficult on some levels. 

Finding balance in rigor with the diverse student population must be inherent within the 

CLS100 curriculum.  

Faculty voiced concern that the textbook and curriculum being developed under 

the guise of being common sense. The topic of common sense resulted in extensive 

faculty conversation whether it exists or not for students. A faculty member shared: 

…although there is great benefit in the course, if the students are really into it 

and apply that, I think some of it, to me, is written at such at a level that is 

common sense so they don’t take it very serious (FA1 lines 130-132).   

 
Another faculty member noted their first semester experience in teaching CLS100 as it 

related to the level the textbook was written seemed to imply common sense. The 

comment was: 

I think I struggled my first semester because I agree and think it was really 

written common sense.  I had to step back and try to figure out where they 

were because some of it wasn’t common sense for all of them.  I had to try to 

figure out which parts they found value in (FA1 lines 209-212). 

 
Final comments by faculty member indicated that student common sense cannot be 

assumed, one faculty member commented, “what we think is common sense is not 

common sense to most of our students, even our brightest students (FA1 lines 270-272).” 
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This faculty member further explained that teaching honors students supported this 

theory, as these students had no idea how to calculate a GPA or the need to apply for 

financial aid each year. Another faculty member reminded faculty that,“ I think 

sometimes it is hard when you get high up in academia that you realize things that you 

think are common sense are not common sense (FA2 lines 524-525).”  

Because community college students are diverse in academic preparedness and 

need, as well as first-year experience courses being traditionally taught by faculty who 

teach another discipline, it is important to allow for flexibility within the curriculum to 

determine what student skills are in need of development.  However, guidance is 

necessary for faculty on what primary and secondary curriculum is to be integrated into 

their course. This could be instituted at the faculty orientation.  Because common sense 

as, it relates to community college students, seemed to be misunderstood by faculty, this 

area is in need of being addressed at faculty orientation program.  

  The following topics were identified as areas of value in the curriculum. The first 

area was around understanding the difference between a student’s personal learning style 

and that of a faculty lecture style. 

Learning versus lecture styles. First-year experience courses assist students in 

developing a greater understanding of themselves. By incorporating a variety of 

assessment instruments, students indicated they acquired a better understanding of their 

learning styles and were then able to connect that style to the instructor lecture styles to 

gain a better grasp of the material being taught. Because of the multi-modes of student 

learning styles, it is important to create the CLS100 curriculum to be taught to each 

learning style to equally engage all learners.  
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Note-taking, test-taking and study skills. Note-taking, test-taking and study 

strategies are other crucial components to include into CLS100 curriculum. Although 

little commentary took place by students and faculty around these skill developmental 

areas, students that did comment on enhancing their skills in these areas through CLS100 

experience.  Experienced students primarily spoke of note-taking skill acquisition as it 

related to their college success. New students spoke to the importance of each of these 

topics as everyone has different styles so understanding what those are is essential to 

student success.   

Procrastination. Procrastination impacts students in many ways. Many students 

feel they work better under pressure. However, first-year students do not have the ability 

to understand that in certain weeks of the semester, they may not have the ability to 

complete the required work successfully. Further, a student can be impacted financially if 

he or she put off dropping a class after a predetermined date for a refund or worse yet, 

required to reimburse the college as it relates to federal financial aid. A student also could 

fail a course if he or she does not solve academic matters in a timely fashion.  New and 

experienced students commented on the strategies they acquired through the curriculum 

to help combat or curb their procrastination. The bottom line is that academic 

procrastination is a threat to college success and students must be taught strategies and 

the impact of their decisions to procrastinate. CLS100 is the course most suited to engage 

students in understanding why they procrastinate, the impact of it and strategies to 

overcome it. Further, connecting academic and career procrastination is also an 

opportunity within the CLS100 curriculum as in both cases it can impact success.  
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Stress management. Students discussed the benefit of CLS100 to provide 

strategies to alleviate emotional wellness in the areas of stress, anxiety, and depression.  

Bean and Eaton (2001-2002) reviewed a psychological model of student retention. In 

their model they identified the foundations as psychological processes of academic and 

social integration are present including the ability to possess the coping behaviors as it 

relates to adjust to or fit with an environment. Experienced students primarily spoke to 

this topic. A benefit to exposing students to emotional wellness strategies promotes a 

student’s ability to establish healthy relationships and personal habits, create self-

awareness, and gain coping mechanisms. 

Students must be taught that physical wellness is a matter of individual 

responsibility as well as an understanding of the impact personal wellness has on 

academic potential.  The new college environment can increase students to make poor 

health choices around alcohol and tobacco use, sleep patterns, and exercise regimes. 

Students briefly discussed health and wellness; however, there was no commentary on 

getting a tour of the Ford Fieldhouse as an introduction to exercise as a healthy lifestyle.  

A recommendation would be to include the introduction to the fitness facility into the 

scavenger hunt exercise and established tour for CLS100. Further, having a centralized 

location for all wellness related materials and activities on campus would be a way to 

promote student involvement and awareness.  

Technology. Technology is becoming increasingly important as a requisite student 

skill. In this study, experienced students and faculty discussed the need to have this skill 

integrated into the CLS100 curriculum. Experienced students, primarily adult learners, 

indicated that they lacked the level of exposure to technology as traditional aged students. 
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Many colleges are increasing the number of online course offerings; however, if a student 

does not possess the basic computer skills to succeed in that environment, they will fail.  

Further, many traditional classes and institutional processes include the necessity to 

utilize technology in a self-sufficient manner. This includes components such as word 

processing, course content management systems (i.e., Blackboard), student self-service 

for enrollment management, financial aid and records, as well as email communication 

systems. Today’s student is hindered in their success if he or she does not possess 

technical skills. CLS100 is the ideal place to introduce not only basic technical skills but 

also provide exercises to allow familiarity of specific applications (i.e.: Blackboard) to 

support student persistence. 

 Time management. Time management is notably one of the most essential skills 

needed for students as they enter this new college environment with different 

expectations and academic rigor. In the fall of 2011, AACC reported that 59 percent of 

community college students were enrolled at a part-time status. In addition, AACC 

reported that 16 percent of students are single parents.  CCSSE reported that of the part-

time students, 42 percent of them work 30 hours or more per week. These behaviors 

cause students to have competing agendas for their time so the curriculum of CLS100 

contributes to establishing the ability to prioritize the many facets of their lives.  

Writing. Students and faculty identified writing as an area requiring basic skill 

development.  One faculty member commented on stressing the importance to students 

that reading and writing are two skills you cannot avoid in college so exposing them in 

CLS100 in ways they will utilize them in other college courses is suitable to supporting 

student persistence.  Students also noted writing as a skill they utilized in their CLS100 
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course. Some noted the benefit of writing while others noted there being less value. This 

was primarily in the area of journal writing.  However, writing through learning has been 

identified as a key curricular component of a first-year experience course.  Students may 

have noted reluctance in maintaining writing in the curriculum because their academic 

writing abilities may be lacking.  A recommendation is the requirement of integrated 

tutorial writing services into the CLS100 curriculum. Further, students should be 

provided assignments that require proper academic writing formatting (i.e.: APA or 

MLA) to provide the ability to practice and start to develop these skills. Both of these 

recommendations may be beneficial to students’ academic success. 

Finance. Although little commentary took place about finance, financial literacy 

is a recommended curricular enhancement area as it relates to student skill development. 

CCSSE (2012) reported that 73 percent of faculty and 49 percent of students indicated 

that finances will likely or very likely be a factor that would contribute to a student 

dropping a class or leaving college (CCCSE, 2012).  In this study there was no 

commentary from students on this skill acquisition and faculty primarily noted utilizing 

an external source through the credit union to supplement instruction on finance.  To 

enhance student persistence, a financial literacy component should be built into the 

curriculum of CLS100. One recommendation is to require students to sign up for the new 

SALT program through the new GRCC partnership with American Student Assistance to 

integrate curricular components to enhance financial education, engage in debt 

management tools, seek scholarships and receive financial counseling.  

 Diversity. Commentary took place around diversity but lacked depth as well as 

learning through dialogue. The final curricular area to be enhanced is to intentionally 
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embed diversity experiences and exposure. Community colleges possess a very diverse 

student population inclusive of age, race, sexual orientation, socioeconomic status, 

veterans, academic ability, disabilities and international students.  The primary source of 

student diversity engagement was with the diversity lecture series and there was very 

little commentary on these experiences. However, those that did comment truly enjoyed 

the experience.  If attendance at the lecture series is a course requirement, there would be 

value in allowing class time for students to converse about lessons learned or to discuss 

areas where viewpoints may not have aligned with the speaker or the lecture topic.    

There are several thematic curricular components that could be developed for 

faculty to integrate within their course. Examples include poverty and homelessness, 

racial discrimination, non-English speakers, religion, human rights, sexuality and gender 

and equity and justice. Further, experiential learning integration allows for a service 

component to be inherent into the curriculum. A core value of the institution is diversity; 

therefore, it must be inclusive of the curriculum.  

Social Integration. This fourth category included topics relating to integration 

through social engagement. The study resulted in the following topics of social 

integration through peer-to-peer, faculty to student and non-classroom activities.  

Peer to peer. The student voice was clear that they were concerned over the issue 

of getting to know their peers and establishing relationships in order to feel more 

comfortable in college. Several students noted the desire to have additional group work 

added to the curriculum to enhance relationship building. An experienced student 

commented: 
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I think that there should be group activities because when you are a first time 

student or going back, you are like a little fish in a big sea. Why not do a group 

project and bond with them or something like that (ES3 lines 145-157)? 

 
Mentorship is an area that falls outside of the learning outcomes but was noted by 

a student and a faculty member as a mechanism to motivate and assist in persistence. A 

faculty member noted requiring mentorship as part of their curriculum. However, one 

student desired this as an addition to the course that would lead to enhanced student 

success by having stated: 

Maybe if the class did something where it was they had successful students who 

had maybe taken that class before kind of come back and be sort of someone you 

can talk to, like a mentor, big sister/little sister kind of thing (NS1 lines 351-353). 

 
Many first-year experience courses include peer teaching and role models. 

Students may feel more comfortable in seeking advice or asking questions of a peer 

rather than a college professor or administrator. Based on this finding, it is recommended 

that CLS100 integrate a mentorship component into the curriculum to enhance student 

motivation, persistence, and success.  

Student to faculty. Social integration through faculty to student interaction was also 

an area that was lacking in the current curriculum according to students. An experienced 

student commented the desire to add additional one-on-one time with their instructor by 

stating, “Maybe some extra one-on-one type of thing, more or less.  I know we had a one-

on-one thing at the end of the class.  I think she should have one at the beginning, middle, 

and end (ES2 lines 94-96).”  As discussed in Chapter 2, Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) 
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in their book How College Affects Students proposed that interaction with faculty and 

other institutional experiences impacts the student’s satisfaction with the institution as 

well as impacts first to second year persistence at the institution. When students were 

asked if they had one-on-one time with their professor during their CLS100 course, most 

noted they did not.  Further, students indicated the appreciation of their faculty member 

to not only care how they are doing in their class but also other classes. An experienced 

student stated, “The professor was really great about checking in with us and making 

sure, not just in her class, but we were good in all of our classes (ES1 lines 40-41).”  

Based on the findings of this study, a recommendation would be to integrate one 

or two scheduled one-on-one meetings during the semester between the student and 

CLS100 faculty member. These meetings could be linked to the college success plan, a 

middle semester check-in with each student on overall academic progress or during 

midterm exams when pressures are elevated; or the institution could implement exit 

interviews with each student as an end of the semester activity.  

Outside of the classroom. Social integration through non-classroom activity also 

supports student success. As discussed in Chapter 2, Astin’s Theory of Involvement 

(1984) supports the notion that the more a student is involved, the more likely they will 

be retained. Several student participants discussed the benefits of involvement with 

honors program, student organizations and attendance at college events through the 

CLS100 course.  Through this involvement students stated they felt more comfortable 

with the institution, learned more about topics and that the CLS100 course provided 

incentive to become active. An experienced student noted: 
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… I actually work with [faculty name] in student organizations here too so that 

got me active in those as well. I feel that just being in CLS with him taught me a 

lot and just got me out there on the campus (ES2 lines 263-265).  

 
Several student learning outcomes enable the curriculum to engage students in 

non-classroom activities. Based on the findings of this study, there would be great benefit 

to students to require participation in at least one non-classroom activity to enhance 

student development and engagement.  

Academic and Career Planning. This fifth and final category included topics 

relating to academic and career planning. Based on the results of the study, strategies for 

establishing academic and career goals were identified as the primary subcategory. 

Students believe that guiding them through the expectations of what it takes to be 

successful in college and the establishment of goals will benefit them in being more 

prepared and motivated to succeed in this new environment. Students discussed at length 

that the establishment of goals, a sense of direction and a plan to get there was important 

to their college success. As outlined in Chapter 2, Chickering and Reisser’s (1993) sixth 

vector of change is titled Developing Purpose, which indicates that providing students 

with the tools to know where they are going in order to set and explore goals contributes 

to students’ ability to be successful in college. The authors indicate that these vectors of 

change strive to develop a student’s whole person and not simply their intellectual 

competence.  

The college success plan was identified as the primary curricular exercise to 

establishing an academic and career plan.  A learning outcome is dedicated to this student 
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development as identified in the requirement to “construct a college success plan and 

initial career plan.” 

Students talked of the long-term value of developing a college success plan. A 

new student commented: 

…it was part of our final project and it like helped us know where we want to go 

and know exactly what we were going to be doing and about the job that we 

picked and a lot of details about it (NS2 lines 262-264).  

 
Another new student stated: 

What I gained is that I understand myself a little bit more.  I understand that now I 

can say with certainty what I want to do, what my plan and my goal and my path 

is going to be to get there.  It just gave me a feeling of security.  I felt like I was 

secure in my decisions (NS2 lines 257-260). 

 
Academic and career planning were not discussed at length by faculty.  However, the 

value of this plan to students is apparent. Students were asked if they reviewed or 

intended to review the college success plan they developed in CLS100. Three new 

students and four experienced students indicated they had or will utilize their college 

success plan in the future.  

Dedication was also discussed by students in order to succeed academically. 

Tinto’s 1993 revised model included intentions as a reason that students depart college. 

Intentions relate to why students chose to go to college as well as why a particular 

institution.  Not all students attend college with the intention of completing a degree, 

particularly community college students. Clarity and specificity of intentions is important 
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to understand. Tinto found that three out of every four students experience some form of 

uncertainty, especially during the first-year.  If a student does not come to college with 

specific intentions and is uncertain, the likelihood they will persist is low. The students in 

this study discussed how they came to college with the goal in mind to succeed. 

However, they did not know how to get there or understand what success meant to them 

personally.   

The findings of this study exemplify that in order to be successful in college a 

student must be guided toward establishment of personal goals and plans.  CLS100 is a 

perfect opportunity to enhance academic advising and career counseling. Students come 

to community colleges for a variety of reasons including to acquire job-related skills for 

career advancement, certificate, associate’s degree or to transfer to a four-year university. 

The curriculum of CLS100 course could greatly benefit students by incorporating career 

exploration and the academic path required to reach career goals. The benefit to students 

would be to avoid self-advising errors as self-advisement causes frustration, wastes time 

and money and is an area that students do not understand the dangers. One particular area 

noted by several students to be added or enhanced in the CLS100 curriculum is around 

learning of the nuances of transferring to another institution.  Therefore, incorporating 

transferring and the exploration of the differences of college majors and careers would be 

beneficial if established into the curriculum in an intentional way.  

A strong recommendation would be to revisit the area of career and academic 

planning to include more depth on career exploration and transfer. Having a clearly 

identified career path was clearly stated as a motivational factor by students. Therefore, 

incorporating career assessment and exploration into the curriculum is recommended. 
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Many students indicated that transfer was an area of confusion and anxiety resulting in 

the need for further exploration. A possible solution would be to require students to 

create a Student Success Plan through My Degree Path and follow-up with an academic 

advising appointment to review during the course of the semester. This would be a very 

concrete way for students to engage in creating their own academic path with the 

guidance and support of an Academic Advisor.   

Sub Research Questions 

The previous section was dedicated to the findings of this research study that focused 

on answering the primary research question. This section is dedicated to answering the 

four secondary research questions of:  

1. Are there differences in the perceptions of new and experienced students about 

what topics taught in CLS100 curriculum that contributed toward their ability to 

persist? 

2. How do students and faculty differ in their perceptions of the topics of the 

CLS100 curriculum that contribute toward student persistence? 

3. What do faculty and students perceive to be present in the CLS100 curriculum 

that make it less meaningful?  

4. What do faculty and students perceive to be missing in the CLS100 curriculum to 

make it more meaningful?  

Upon analysis of the data, differences were discovered between new and experienced 

students of the curriculum that lead to their persistence: 

• New Students primarily commented on the need to be motivated.  

• Health/wellness skills were discussed by new students.  
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• Technology skills were only discussed by experienced students. 

• Experienced students primarily discussed writing activities, mainly journal 

writing. 

• Time management skills were primarily noted by new students. 

• More new students discussed the need for coping strategies to alleviate stress, 

depression and anxiety. 

There were also differences that existed between faculty and students and their 

perceptions of the most important aspects of the curriculum: 

• Faculty only noted the importance of reading skill development. 

• Communication skills were only discussed by faculty. 

• Note-taking skills were only discussed by students. 

• Health and Wellness skills were only discussed by students. 

• Only faculty mentioned Finance skills. 

• Acquisition of good grades as a motivator was only discussed by students. 

• Time management was discussed by students, only one faculty member 

commented. 

What do faculty and students perceive to be present in the CLS100 curriculum that make 

it less meaningful? 

• Several students commented on the need to write journals as not helpful. 

• Both faculty members and students noted that some of the homework, case 

studies and chapter exercises were not necessary. 

• Differing opinions between students and faculty on the impact of the Focus on 

Community College Success textbook. 
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There were notable differences between what faculty and students perceive to be missing 

in the CLS100 curriculum to make it more meaningful: 

• Technology skills were indicated as a missing component by both faculty and 

experienced students. 

• Students desired the addition or increased amount of faculty to student one on one 

time. 

• Students and faculty commented that there should be a connection between New 

Student Orientation and College Learning Studies in support of Social Integration. 

• Faculty felt they provided group work opportunities to socially integrate students; 

however, several students noted wanting more group activities. 

• New and experienced students commented on expanding information on 

transferring.  

• Mentorship was stated as something to be added by a new student. Only one 

faculty commented that they require mentorship as part of the college success 

plan. 

Other Recommendations 

 This research study sought to understand the student and faculty perceptions of 

the most important curricular elements that lead to student persistence. There were 

several subcategories beyond the stated CLS100 learning outcomes that added richness to 

the study that could not be ignored. These subcategories were added to fully address the 

themes generated during coding and data analysis. The study rendered the following 

recommendations to support sub-categorical findings of learning outcome assessment and 

instruction as outlined in Table 6. 
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Table 6 
 
Other Recommendations  

Research Implication Recommendation 
Learning Outcome Assessment Further vet the learning outcomes of 

CLS100 with faculty and integrate further 
into the curriculum. 
  

Instruction Enhance recruitment, hiring, orientation, 
mentorship and professional development 
of CLS100 professors.  
 

 

Learning Outcome Assessment. Assessment of student learning produces action 

by either maintaining or changing educational strategies. This study sought to derive the 

student and faculty perceptions about the CLS100 curriculum.  These perceptions were 

then analyzed through the lens of the approved student learning outcomes in order to 

produce evidence of learning.  Swing (2003) stated, “Assessment efforts that are properly 

timed, orchestrated, and explained to participants are more likely to produce trustworthy 

data and outcomes (p. 3).” The findings of this study suggest that the learning outcomes 

have not been fully vetted by the faculty or the institution as far as fulfilling them through 

the curriculum. A faculty member participant stated: 

The student learning outcomes need to be developed and they need to be shared 

with all of the faculty members and they need an assessment or two, a pre-

assessment, an end assessment or something so that every CLS course, we can 

continue to measure our effectiveness across each course but to have each 

individual faculty member trying to do that, I don’t think will ever work (FA1 

lines 732-736). 
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This comment supports the need for assessment strategies to be further enhanced and 

broadly shared with faculty responsible for the delivery of the CLS100 curriculum. The 

learning outcomes that lacked comment or depth in this study are: 

1. Learning Outcome 4 as it relates to Skill Development category of reading, 

memory building and critical thinking. 

2. Learning Outcome 6 as it relates to Skill Development around diversity. 

3. Learning Outcome 7 as it relates to Skill Development of interpersonal 

communication skills and group activities as well as finance. 

4. Learning Outcome 8 as it relates to Skill Development in the areas of technology. 

5. Learning Outcome 9 as it relates to Academic and Career planning in relationship 

to understanding the transfer processes. 

6. Learning Outcome 10 as it relates to College Service Integration lacked depth 

with non-classroom integration with student clubs and organizations.  

Instruction. The instructors of CLS100 definitely made an impact on the student  

participants. Several students commented on the value of having a counselor as their 

instructor as well as a college administrator. However, there was student commentary of 

not having a good experience with an adjunct instructor. The experienced student shared: 

I felt like CLS did not help me.  I mean it was only based on the teacher.  I think with a 

different teacher, it would have been a lot better.  With the teacher, I just felt lost and I 

just felt really crappy (ES3 lines 74-76).  

  
This student commentary supports assuring that the recruitment, hiring, 

orientation and development processes result in qualified instructors to support the 

student learning outcomes for CLS100.  Faculty commented on not feeling prepared post 
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the attendance at the CLS100 orientation. They noted that the orientation curriculum is in 

need of enhancement in the areas of student and career development and technology 

implications to student learning.  Some commented that the orientation assisted them in 

setting up the course but not in the delivery. An area that could be enacted at the college 

is to pair a new CLS100 instructor with an instructor that has successfully taught the 

course to become a mentor. Learning from each other was noted as a benefit to these 

instructors through personal contact, content sharing and brown bag lunch series. Beyond 

orientation, continued professional development opportunities for CLS100 faculty should 

be initiated to provide faculty with a toolbox of active learning strategies, teaching 

diversity and inclusion, integration of academic support, understanding community 

college students, best practice review, social integration strategies and presentation 

techniques. If the college wanted to take CLS100 instruction seriously they could develop 

a certification process for faculty in the above areas identified.   

Limitations and Future Research 

The results of this study are based on participant perceptions and recollections of 

their experience with the CLS100 course. For some participants there was a lengthy time 

period since they took or taught the course. Therefore, these recollections may not be 

factual.  

Involving both students and faculty to participate in this study was very 

intentional.  However, the perceptions acquired from these participants may not be 

representative of the total population that had experienced with the CLS100 curriculum. 

Further, this study analyzed one large urban community college in Michigan. These 
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findings may not be demonstrative of community colleges of varying sizes, structures, 

settings or location.  

Very little research exists on community college first-year experience courses. A 

study was conducted by Rebecca Ellington (2010) titled “Curriculum of an FYE Course 

at Community Colleges” where the primary research question sought to understand the 

important curricular topics that should be included in a first-year experience course and 

was conducted at four small rural community colleges. Ellington’s recommendations for 

further research indicated the necessity for the study to be replicated at larger community 

colleges located in different settings. This study replicated portions of her study at a large 

urban community college including acquiring student and faculty perceptions on the 

important curricular topics. However, further research to enhance this research topic 

would be to conduct a similar study at more than one larger urban community college. By 

conducting this research there is opportunity to glean a more in-depth analysis of the 

needs of students in a variety of settings as it relates to topics for a first-year experience 

course that lead to student persistence.  

Focus groups provide the opportunity to bring richness to a study. However, with 

the constraint of time, some participants may not have had the opportunity to contribute 

to the conversation to have their voice heard. Although there was great discussion on the 

various topics of a first-year experience course curriculum, there was no opportunity for 

participants to rank them in order of importance. Further research could be conducted to 

analyze these categorical findings to determine level of priority.  A consideration would 

be to conduct a follow-up interview with particular participants to gather depth, 

clarification or priority ranking. An additional option would allow for a mixed methods 
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research approach study that not only conducted focus group interviews but also to 

engage in survey instrumentation with open ended comment sections to allow 

participants to speak more copiously and add a greater sense of priority to topics.  

During the course of this study, the College Learning Studies 100 course became 

mandatory for degree seeking students entering GRCC winter 2014 with less than a 3.00 

high school GPA. If a student is required to take CLS100, it must be taken the students’ 

first semester at GRCC. This mandatory placement establishes the need for this study to 

be replicated with students who were required to take CLS100.  Further, students 

voluntarily participated in this study as well as voluntary registered for CLS100.  This 

limitation may result in these participants having a different viewpoint of the course than 

a student who will be mandated to take it in the future.  

CLS100 instructors made a positive impression on students. Further research 

could be to analyze the stylistic differences of CLS100 instructors as well as how they 

incorporate various support systems inherent in CLS100 instructors. Such research could 

provide recommendations to inform best practices for hiring, recruitment and training of 

faculty who teach CLS100. 

Discussion took place by faculty who taught CLS100 for honors, middle college 

and traditional college-level students. Future research needs to focus on how this course 

aided these differing student demographics as it relates to persistence and completion.  

Further research could determine if CLS100 is effectively serving students at varying 

academic and social levels.  

Finally, the voices of the students that are no longer at GRCC are missing. These 

voices are of students who, despite enrolling in CLS100, left the institution prior to 
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successful completion.  Understanding that students leave for a variety of reasons, it is an 

institutional desire that the reason be either graduation or transfer. However, there are 

many additional less than positive reasons for a student’s departure. Further follow-up 

research is needed for those students that exited the institution prior to successfully 

completing CLS100 to acquire their reasons for leaving.  If students left the institution for 

any reason other than transfer, that information would be beneficial to comparing to the 

differences of these students to those that persisted. Finally, if a student transferred, there 

would be benefit to gaining perspectives on the longer-term effect of the CLS100 

curriculum that lead to their continued persistence.  

All of this information would strengthen the CLS100 curriculum as it impacts 

overall student persistence and potentially advance the completion agenda for GRCC. 

Reflections 

 I chose to study the effects of a first-year experience course at a community 

college for two reasons. The first was practical: when conducting a literature review, 

there was little research conducted on community college first-year experience courses. I 

found that personally concerning as community colleges are the gatekeepers to advanced 

degrees and their enrollment is increasing. 

 The second reason I chose to conduct this study was based on my own journey as 

a first generation college student. I wish that a first-year experience course had been 

available to me when I began my journey at a community college twenty-six years ago. 

In addition, having the opportunity to be an adjunct instructor to teach CLS100, I was 

passionate about acquiring a deeper understanding of the perceptions of both students and 
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faculty of the most important curricular topics they determined to contribute to student 

success.  

 As I reflect on this project I am grateful for each participant and their willingness 

to share their journey, perceptions and beliefs about the CLS100 curriculum. Having 23 

participants allowed for this to be a rich and worthy study. Although I was unsure what to 

expect throughout the 14-15 interview questions with the seven focus groups, to my 

surprise I acquired great depth for transcription purposes. Although I must admit that the 

discussions did leave me with lengthy transcripts to review, which made the theming and 

coding process difficult, I am very pleased with the plethora of topics that I gleaned.  

 Throughout my process my decision was affirmed that focus group interviews 

were the proper way to gather the respective voices to be heard in this study. As students 

or faculty engaged with the questions and each other my confidence in the process grew. 

My role as a former Human Resources professional brought me further confidence as I 

have a strong ability to listen, learn, and establish further clarification to what is being 

stated. I think this brought credibility to me as a narrator as well. 

 There are a multitude of benefits to this study. GRCC has much to glean for 

enhancing the CLS100 curriculum to better serve students and increase persistence. 

Community colleges at large have much to learn about first-year experience courses and 

the impact on student persistence. Finally, the participants can take pride in knowing they 

have advanced a body of knowledge by sharing their perceptions about their curricular 

experiences with CLS100. Through their participation, GRCC is now better equipped to 

understand what is necessary to academically and socially integrate new students into 

their institution.  
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Invitation to Students to Participate in Focus Groups 

 

Hello. My name is Lilly Anderson, and I am a doctoral student in the Ferris State 

University Doctorate of Community College Leadership Program. I am in the process of 

conducting research for my dissertation entitled, “The Effect of First-year Experience 

Course Curriculum on Persistence at Grand Rapids Community College.”  I want to talk 

to students and faculty in order to find out their perceptions of skills needed for first-year 

students in order to stay at GRCC.  As part of learning what these perceptions are I’m 

conducting focus group interviews. These interviews will be held with 8-10 students 

rather than one-on-one interviews.  You have been identified as a potential participant in 

this study as you have successfully completed College Learning Studies (CLS100) and 

are currently enrolled at GRCC.  

 

Times and dates for the focus groups have not been identified yet, but will be 

based on the schedules of the willing participants. The interview will consist of several 

questions and consume about 60 to 90 minutes.   

 

If you are willing to participate, please respond via email at anderl21@ferris.edu. 

Thank you for your consideration.  

 

Sincerely, 

 

Lilly Anderson 
Doctoral Candidate 
Ferris State University 
Doctorate of Community College Leadership Program 
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Confirmation to Students Who Volunteered to Participate in Focus Group 
Interview 

 

Thank you for agreeing to participant in a student focus group for the research 

being conducted for my dissertation entitled, The Effect of First-year Experience Course 

Curriculum on Persistence at Grand Rapids Community College 

Times and dates for the focus groups have not been identified as ____ and are 

based on when the majority of the willing participants were able to attend. Again, the 

interview will consist of several questions and consume about 60 to 90 minutes.  Upon 

completion of the interviews, l will analyze the responses for common themes and draw 

conclusions that will contribute to institutional decisions around curriculum enhancement 

and mandatory participation in CLS100 of future student attending Grand Rapids 

Community College.   

The results of the study will be included in my dissertation to be defended to a 

committee at Ferris State University in the spring of 2013 and may be used in future 

published articles and professional presentations. 

 

Benefit of Participating in this Research  

Participation in this research provides you an opportunity to voice your beliefs, 

attitudes and perceptions of the CLS100 curriculum as it contributed to your learning and 

retention at Grand Rapids Community College. Collectively, participant input has the 

potential to influence college faculty and leadership about the decision whether or not to 

mandate CLS100 for future new students at GRCC. There will be light refreshments and 

snacks provided at the interviews but there will be no monetary award for participation in 

the study.  

 

Anonymity/Confidentiality 

Your personal name will not be used in connection to your responses but rather 

coded and referred to as “Student – Roman Numeral” EX: “New Student IV or 

Experienced Student IV.” 
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Risks of Participating in the Research 

The risk of participation is minimal due to the anonymity provided to you as a 

participant. 

Research Data 

The interview will be audio taped and professionally transcribed for analysis.  

Audio recordings and transcripts will be securely maintained by me as the researcher 

and password protected.   

Informed Consent 

 I will be sending you a follow-up email to arrange a time for the interview.  The 

interviews will be held on the Main Campus of Grand Rapids Community College and 

will be scheduled when the majority of the willing participants are available. You will 

be asked to sign an informed consent form prior to the onset of the interview. 

 Attached you will find the approval allowing me to proceed with my research 

efforts issued by the Ferris State University and Grand Rapids Community College 

Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects. Your participation will 

provide great value to the study.  I will contact you by email in the near future to begin 

the scheduling process in hopes you’ll consent to participate. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Lilly Anderson 
Doctoral Candidate 
Ferris State University 
Doctorate of Community College Leadership Program 
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Invitation to Faculty to Participate in Focus Group Interview 

Dear *******, 

 

 As you may or may not know, I am a doctoral student in the Ferris State 

University Doctorate of Community College Leadership Program. The title of my 

dissertation is The Effect of a First-year Experience Course Curriculum on Persistence 

at Grand Rapids Community College.  The catalyst of the study is the First-year 

Experience Course, CLS100, at Grand Rapids Community College. The study is 

assuming a qualitative approach by conducting focus group interviews with students and 

faculty who have experienced the CLS100 curriculum. Because you have taught this 

course, I am inviting you to be a participant in this research study.  

 

Research Overview 

The purpose of this study is to gain an understanding of the short-term and long-

term benefits of a first-year experience course at a community college as it relates to 

student success (retention). 

 

The primary research question of this study is as follows:   

1.) What are the primary curricular elements of CLS100 that have 

contributed to new and experienced student persistence at Grand 

Rapids Community College? 

 

The focus group interview will consist of several questions and consume about 60 

to 90 minutes.  Upon completion of the interviews, l will analyze the responses for 

common themes and draw conclusions that will contribute to institutional decisions 

around curriculum enhancement and mandatory participation in CLS100 of future student 

attending Grand Rapids Community College.   
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The results of the study will be included in my dissertation to be defended to a 

committee at Ferris State University in the spring of 2013 and may be used in future 

published articles and professional presentations. 

 

Benefit of Participating in this Research  

Participation in this research provides you an opportunity to voice your beliefs, 

attitudes and perceptions of the CLS100 curriculum as it contributed to student learning 

and retention at Grand Rapids Community College. Collectively, participant input has the 

potential to influence curricular enhancements as well as inform college faculty and 

leadership about the decision whether or not to mandate CLS100 for future new students 

at GRCC. There will be light refreshments and snacks provided at the interviews but 

there will be no monetary award for participation in the study.  

Anonymity/Confidentiality 

Your personal name will not be used in connection to your responses but rather 

coded and referred to as “Faculty – Roman Numeral” EX: “Faculty IV.” 

 

Risks of Participating in the Research 

The risk of participation is minimal due to the anonymity provided to you as a 

participant. 

Research Data 

The interview will be audio taped and professionally transcribed for analysis.  

Audio recordings and transcripts will be securely maintained by me as the researcher 

and password protected.   

Informed Consent 

 I will be sending you a follow-up email to arrange a time for this focus group 

interview.  The interviews will be held on the Main Campus of Grand Rapids 

Community College and will be scheduled when the majority of the willing participants 

are available. You will be asked to sign an informed consent form prior to the onset of 

the interview. 
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 Attached you will find the approval allowing me to proceed with my research 

efforts issued by the Ferris State University and Grand Rapids Community College 

Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects. Your participation will 

provide great value to the study.  I will contact you by email in the near future to begin 

the scheduling process in hopes you’ll voluntarily consent to participate. 

Sincerely, 

Lilly Anderson 
Doctoral Candidate 
Ferris State University 
Doctorate of Community College Leadership Program 
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Informed Consent Form 

 

You are cordially invited to participate in a research study about first-year students at a 
community college. Lillian K. Anderson, a doctoral student at Ferris State University, is 
conducting this study. You have been asked to participate because this study examines 
faculty and student perceptions of success for first-year students who have experienced 
CLS100. We ask that you read this information and ask any questions prior to 
proceeding. 

Your participation in this research is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to 
participate will not affect your current or future relations with Grand Rapids Community 
College. If you decide to participate, you are free to withdraw at any time. 

By signing this document, I understand the following: 

• I am being interviewed as part of a qualitative study titled: The Effect of a First-
year Experience Course Curriculum on Persistence at Grand Rapids Community 
College. 
 

• My participation in this research will be through focus group interviews. I 
understand that these interviews will be audio taped and professionally 
transcribed in the form of a typed transcript intended for analysis. Audio 
recordings will be heard by the researcher and transcriptionist only and destroyed 
upon production of the transcript. Transcripts will be securely maintained by the 
researcher and password protected for a period of two years following the study, 
at which time they will be re-formatted and destroyed.   

 
• My participation is completely voluntary, I may decline to answer any question(s) 

and I am free to withdraw at any time. 
 

• My responses will be included in the researcher’s dissertation to be defended to a 
committee at Ferris State University in the spring of 2013 and may be used in 
future published articles and professional presentations.  
 

• The purpose of the study is to explore the question: What are the primary 
curricular elements of CLS100 that have contributed to new and experienced 
students to be retained by Grand Rapids Community College? Your impressions, 
opinions, beliefs and perceptions will guide research for a dissertation for Lillian 
K. Anderson. 
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• Results of the study can be made available by contacting the researcher: 
 

Lilly Anderson 
Grand Rapids Community College 
143 Bostwick NE  
Grand Rapids, MI  49503 
landerso@grcc.edu  
616-234-3649 

 
• The sole purpose of the focus group is to solicit your opinions and perceptions of 

the necessary curriculum for first-year students to be success. Risks to you are 
negligible.  The participant group for this study is the small group of individuals. 
Comments, quotes or points of view may be recognized and related to individual 
participants by readers who may be critical or offended which could have adverse 
consequences to working relationships. In an effort to protect my individual 
identity, my personal name will not be used but rather coded and referred to as 
“Participant – Alpha Letter.”    
 

• Your participation may help improve the quality of CLS100 at GRCC as well as 
inform institutional leaders and faculty as whether or not to mandate such a 
course for future first-year students. 
 

• I am not receiving any compensation for my participation in this study. 
 
• This research plan has undergone the scrutiny of the Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) for Protection of Human Subjects - Ferris State University and Grand 
Rapids Community College.  The researcher has received approval to proceed 
with this interview research.  I have viewed the approval document.  I may 
contact the IRB at either institution should I have concerns.  The contact 
information is as follows: 
 
Dr. Connie Meinholdt, Chair, IRB  Donna Kragt, Dean of Institutional 
Research 
ACS-2072, Ferris State University  Grand Rapids Community College 
Big Rapids, MI   49307   143 Bostwick NE 
231- 591-2759     Grand Rapids, MI 49503 
IRB@ferris.edu      616-234-4044 
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Your participation is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect 
your relationship with Grand Rapids Community College. If you choose to participate, 
you may rescind the decision at any time. 

Continuing with the focus group interview implies informed and free consent to be a 
participant in the study: 

_______________________________________  ________________________ 
Participant Signature      Date 
 
_______________________________________ 
Participant Printed Name 
 
_______________________________________  ________________________ 
Research Signature      Date 
 
_______________________________________ 
Researcher Printed Name 
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Student Focus Group Interview Questions 

 

 

1. How do you define student success? 

2. Why did you take CLS100? 

3. Did CLS100 help you be more prepared to be successful in college? How? 

4. What aspect of the curriculum was most relevant to you staying at GRCC? 

5. What would you add in the class? 

6. What would you remove from the class? 

7. What knowledge, skill, or ability did you gain through CLS100 that has 

contributed to your college success thus far? 

8. Do you now have a major since taking CLS100? 

9. Are you more dedicated to graduate than prior to taking CLS100? 

10. What did you gain from the College Success Plan?  

11. Have you revisited your College Success Plan since CLS100? 

12. What could the college do through the CLS100 course to improve your 

chances of completing your college goals?  

13. Should GRCC make CLS100 mandatory for all incoming students? 

14. Do you have anything else you’d like to share? 
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Faculty Focus Group Interview Questions  

 

1. Did you feel prepared to teach CLS100 after attending the orientation? 

2. How do you feel about your teaching experience? 

3. How effective was the textbook Focus on Community College Success? 

4. In what ways was CLS100 curriculum effective for you? 

5. In what ways does the CLS100 curriculum contribute toward student retention? 

6. Did you have the students complete a college success plan? 

7. Have you remained in contact with any of your CLS100 students as a 

mentor/advisor? 

8. Did you use the exercise provided in each chapter? Did you use the FOCUS 

Challenge Cases at the beginning of each chapter? If no, why not? 

9. How do you define student success? 

10. What skills do you feel are necessary for students to be successful in college? 

11. If you could change one thing in your curriculum, what would it be and why? 

12. What was the most difficult section in the text for you to develop and facilitate? 

Why was it difficult? 

13. Do you feel GRCC should make CLS100 mandatory or all incoming students? 

14. Do you have anything else you’d like to share? 
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