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Essential Institutions for Communities Facing

Unprecedented Challenges



Community colleges are more essential than ever for their communities

Mobility 
& Talent

Dual Enrollment Transfer Career-Technical 
Education
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Source: CCRC analysis of IPEDS fall enrollment data

Fall Enrollment Trends by Sector, All Undergraduates
IPEDS Data, 1996-2023

Community colleges Public four-years

Community college enrollment decline          Financial uncertainty

https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/john.fink/viz/UndergraduateEnrollmentTrendsbySectorDev/Summary?publish=yes


Community college enrollment decline          Financial uncertainty

Source: CCRC analysis of IPEDS fall enrollment data

Fall Enrollment Trends by Sector and Age
IPEDS Data, 1996-2023

Community colleges Public four-years

Older student enrollment 
at historic lows

CCs have lost market share to 
public four-years

HS dual enrollment only 
growing student segment

https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/john.fink/viz/UndergraduateEnrollmentTrendsbySectorDev/Summary?publish=yes


Source:  https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2023/04/03/majority-americans-lack-confidence-value-four-year-degree

Growing skepticism about the value of a college degree

When it comes to getting a four-year college degree, which of the following 
statements comes closer to your point of view? A four-year college education is...

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2023/04/03/majority-americans-lack-confidence-value-four-year-degree


Source: https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/reports/varying-degrees-2024/value

Community colleges perceived to offer higher value than four-years

Sample size varies over year and by demographic. Please refer to Varying Degrees 2019, 2020, 2021, 2022, and 2023 for exact sample size.

Do Americans think the following institutions are worth the cost?
Varying Degrees, 2017-2024
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Source: https://stradaeducation.org/report/the-value-of-community-colleges-recent-students-motivations-and-
outcomes/#:~:text=Overall%2C%20perceptions%20of%20the%20value,those%20of%20bachelor's%20degree%20completers.

Higher paying jobs or successful transfer          Higher perception of value

Recent Community College Students’ Perceptions of Value 
by Post-Completion Earnings Quartiles
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Worth the cost

Achieved goals

Quartile 4 (More than $75,000) Quartile 3 ($48,001 to $75,000)

Quartile 2 ($34,001 to $48,000) Quartile 1 ($0 to $34,000)

https://stradaeducation.org/report/the-value-of-community-colleges-recent-students-motivations-and-outcomes/#:~:text=Overall%2C%20perceptions%20of%20the%20value,those%20of%20bachelor's%20degree%20completers


Insights
From a Decade of Learning Alongside 

Colleges and State Systems Implementing Guided Pathways



CCRC’s 2015 book argued that to 

move the needle on completion rates, 

scaling discrete interventions is not 

enough; rather, community colleges 

must redesign at scale. 

Redesigning America’s Community 

Colleges presented “guided 

pathways” as an outcomes-focused 

alternative to the access-oriented 

“cafeteria college” model that 

predominated since the 1970s.



The Guided Pathways Framework had Four Pillars



30
colleges participating in the 
AACC Pathways Project 

70
public 2-year colleges in three states 
(OH, TN and WA) with statewide guided 
pathways initiatives (NSF evaluation)

CCRC Guided Pathways Evaluations



Whole-college reform is possible, but it takes time—at 
least five years.

Progress scaling guided pathways is associated with 
greater improvements in early student momentum rates

Positive outcomes are associated with the scaled adoption 
of a complementary set of practices across multiple 
pathways areas. 

1

2

3

Key Guided Pathways Evaluation Takeaways



Practices that had the biggest impact on momentum were 
case-management advising by field and scheduling based 
on educational plans.

Colleges that did not reform prerequisite developmental 
education did not see any improvement. 

Outcomes improved across student groups, but no closing of 
the gaps between groups.

4
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State agencies, associations and success centers play a vital 
role in catalyzing and spreading reforms.7

Key Guided Pathways Evaluation Takeaways



Guided Pathways Theory of Change



Five Frontier Strategies
For Strengthening Community 

Pathways to Post-Completion Success



Pathways reforms to date 

have focused on removing 

barriers to completion. 

Moving forward, colleges 
need to do more to tap into 
students’ motivation to enroll 
and complete by
strengthening pathways to 

post-completion success—
and thus ensure students’ 
investment of time, money 
and effort pays off.

1. 
Align Programs to Good 
Jobs & Transfer in Major

2. 
Active & Experiential 

Learning

3. 
Career/College Program 
Exploration & Planning

4. 
On-Time and Affordable 

Completion Support

5. 
On-Ramps From High 

School

POST-

COMPLETION 

SUCCESS
POST-COMPLETION SUCCESS



Program
On-ramps
From HS

POST-COMPLETION SUCCESS

Five frontier strategies for strengthening community colleges pathways
Starting with post-completion success in mind
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ensure programs lead to living-
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CC TRANSFER PROGRAMS
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CC WORKFORCE PROGRAMS
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1
Work closely with 
employers/university schools to 
ensure programs lead to living-
wage jobs/transfer in major.
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2
Help students develop versatile 
skills by embedding active and 
experiential learning 
throughout programs. POST-COMPLETION SUCCESS
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CC TRANSFER PROGRAMS
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3
Rethink the onboarding experience to help students 
explore, choose, plan, and gain momentum in a program of 
study aligned with their interests and aspirations
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CC TRANSFER PROGRAMS
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On-Time Completion Support
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4
Structure, schedule and deliver courses—and provide embedded 
supports—to enable busy working students to complete their 
programs in as little time and cost as possible.
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CC TRANSFER PROGRAMS
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On-Time Completion Support

Program
On-ramps
From HS

Rethink the high school dual enrollment as an onramp to a debt-
free, career-connected program for students who wouldn’t 
otherwise pursue postsecondary education after HS.

5
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A Preview of the Book
And how it can help inform college and state redesign work



This book is for colleges and states at different stages 
of the redesign process, including those that haven’t started

New to systemic, whole-college reforms

Started systemic reforms, was slowed 

by Covid, but looking to restart

Spent several years adopting 

systemic reforms and looking to take 

work to next level



Alamo Colleges - Transfer advising guides

Case studies featured in More Essential Than Ever

CHAPTER

2 Lorain County Community College - Aligning programs with the 
local job market

CHAPTER

3
Lorain County Community College – Gateway course redesign for 
health programs

South Puget Sound Community College - Faculty-led innovation in 
curriculum and instruction

CHAPTER

4
Southwest Wisconsin Technical College – Building comprehensive 
student success plans

Tulsa Community College – Expanding program pathways in healthcare

Valencia College– Recruiting adult students into high-demand short-
term programs



Northeast Wisconsin Technical College- Advising case management and 
progress monitoring progress by field

Case studies featured in More Essential Than Ever

CHAPTER

5
Odessa College – Scaled adoption of eight week courses

CHAPTER

6
Lee College – Dual credit coursework aligned to degrees and transfer 
pathways

CHAPTER

7
Wake Technical Community College – Care teams by meta-major

Washington State College of Ohio – ‘One-stop’ college and 
program onboarding

CHAPTER

8
Texas Success Center – Scaling statewide reform

Ohio Association of Community Colleges – Scaling 
statewide reform



Using More Essential Than 
Ever to start (or restart) 

college reforms



● Strengthening Community College Pathways to Post-Completion Success: 
Lessons From a Decade of CCRC Research

● Community College Programs That Prepare Students for Post-Completion 
Success

● Teaching Community College Students to Be Versatile Learners: An Imperative 
for Ensuring Post-Completion Success

● Reimagining Program Recruitment and Onboarding Using the Ask-Connect-
Inspire-Plan Framework

● On Path and On Schedule: Strategies for Prioritizing Time to Completion for 
Community College Students

● Introducing DEEP: A Research-Based Framework for Broadening the Benefits 
of Dual Enrollment

● How State Systems Can Help Scale Student Success Reforms

Blogs on book chapters

https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/easyblog/strengthening-community-college-pathways-post-completion-success.html
https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/easyblog/community-college-awards-for-post-completion-success.html
https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/easyblog/teaching-community-college-students-versatile-learners.html
https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/easyblog/reimagining-program-recruitment-onboarding.html
https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/easyblog/prioritizing-time-completion-community-college-students.html
https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/easyblog/introducing-deep-research-based-framework.html
https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/easyblog/how-state-systems-can-help-scale-student-success-reforms.html




ccrc@columbia.edu

CommunityCCRC

CommunityCollegeResearchCenter

CommunityCCRC

Subscribe our mailing list and follow us 
for more news and updates!

mailto:ccrc@columbia.edu


Hana Lahr:  lahr@tc.edu

Davis Jenkins:  pdj2102@tc.edu

John Fink: john.fink@tc.edu

Serena Klempin: sck2130@tc.edu

Thank you!

For more information visit https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/
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