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ABSTRACT 
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This study examines the potential of faculty at the community college to positively 

influence, or “heat up,” student aspirations. With increasing emphasis on graduation and transfer 

rates in higher education, the importance of micro-level interactions that shape student aspiration 

has been neglected. To better understand how individuals within the institution, especially 

faculty, contribute to student aspirations, this study attempts to bridge the “cooling out” and 

“heating up” literature in the context of the modern community college by recognizing the role 

of the individual academic program. Applying organizational theory from a systems perspective, 

as well as the theories of Paolo Freire, the study examines the nature of student-faculty 

interactions that have the potential to contribute to student aspiration in the context of 

institutional limitations. The participants include students and faculty in three academic 

programs that have different approaches to student success within one urban community college. 

The case study involves a combination of qualitative approaches, including interviews and 

observations. The study inductively examines student-faculty interactions and their potential to 

contribute to student aspirations within three different academic programs.   

 The most significant barriers to student success and increasing aspirations are found on 

the institutional level. These limitations, including bureaucratic confusion, advisement issues, 

remediation, variation in attendance policies, financial constraints, and lacking a cohesive 

institutional culture and commitment, have the potential to “cool out” student aspiration, as 
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supported in the majority of the community college literature on this topic. However, the mezzo-

level effects of programs and the micro-level practices of the individuals hold substantial 

potential in terms of “heating up” student aspiration. Programs vary in the degree to which they 

handle the institutional limitations. Programs that take an active role in mediating between the 

limiting institutional barriers and students provide a cushioning program-wide protection from 

the cooling out elements. The micro-level interactions between individual students and faculty 

also hold potential to heat up by helping students navigate the systematic confusion that seems 

characteristic of the community college.  

Therefore, this study suggests that there is hope for the community college in fulfilling its 

promise of educational opportunity. Macro-level institutional challenges, as well as larger 

societal inequalities, are substantial and pervasive at the community college and solutions are 

often limited by financial constraints. However, the programs and individuals within the 

community college hold promise. The study suggests that the roles of the program and the 

individual are instrumental in shaping student aspiration.  
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CHAPTER 1 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Nearly half of the nation’s college students pursue the American ideal of open access to 

higher education through community colleges. These uniquely American institutions have been 

described as the “open door” to the opportunities that higher education has to offer. However, 

recent accountability measures indicate that community colleges have low graduation and 

transfer rates and high levels of attrition (NCES 2007). These findings are troubling in our post-

industrial economy that demands a baccalaureate degree for many living wage jobs. The 

disappointing “success rates” of community college students have been attributed to a number of 

factors, including academic background, socioeconomic standing, and individual ability. 

Although these quantitative measures are useful and account for a range of variables, it is 

difficult for these measures to fully describe qualitative factors, such as the nature of student-

faculty interactions that shape students’ aspirations and levels of persistence. 

Much of the community college literature relating to aspiration describes the “cooling 

out” effect, which is defined as the community colleges’ institutional practices that reduce or 

divert students’ aspirations (Brint & Karabel 1989, Clark 1960, Romano 2004). This term was 

coined in Burton Clark’s qualitative study of the early community college in late 1950s 

California. His functionalist perspective framed the community college as an institution with 

contradictory expectations. Community colleges are an “open door” to higher education but at 

the same time, must allocate opportunities, often through “cooling out” practices. Since then, 

many theorists and the majority of the community college research have adopted a conflict-based 

perspective (Bourdieu 1983, Bourdieu & Passeron 1979, Collins 1971, 1979). Conflict-based 

theorists argue that community colleges cool out student aspiration to maintain a stratified 
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system of education, jobs, and society under the guise of meritocracy. The community college is 

then defined as a social invention to support an elitist society. Although there is much debate 

between these two schools of thought regarding the intentionality of cooling out, the fact remains 

that it does occur. Numerous studies have repeatedly found that institutional factors negatively 

influence student outcomes (Brint & Karabel 1989, Deil-Amen 2006, Deil-Amen & Rosenbaum 

2002, Dougherty 1987, 1994, 1992, Venezia & Kirst 2005, Zwerling 1976). Although much of 

the community college literature related to student aspiration focuses on the macro level, some 

scholars have adopted micro-level perspectives in examining students’ social and psychological 

factors that result in cooling out (Cain 1999, Fermin & Pope 2003, Grubb 1991, Herideen 1998, 

Lee & Frank 1990, Rhoads & Valadez 1996, Romano 2004). Closer examination of the “cooling 

out” term, initially used in Goffman’s 1952 study, reveals that cooling out is actually rooted in 

symbolic interactionism, which combines both the macro-level institutional practices of the 

community college with the individual micro-level factors. Cooling out, then, is a complex, 

multi-faceted phenomenon that is the culmination of “unintended consequences” of institutional 

decisions (Deil-Amen & Rosenbaum 2002), as well as individual social and psychological 

factors.    

There is substantially less literature about the opposite effect, “heating up,” in which 

individuals within the community college contribute to increasing student ambitions (Kantor & 

Lowe 1992, O’Banion 1977, Zwerling 1976). Goffman’s original theory on “cooling out” 

stipulates that the opportunity for “participation in alternate ways” exists. This possibility, the 

notion that cooling out is not inevitable, is lacking in current interpretations of cooling out that 

Clark and the majority of the community college scholars employ. Paolo Freire’s theory can also 

be applied, since it addresses the potential of individual action within the “limit situation” (Freire 
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1970, 1985).  “Limit situations” are “impediments to transforming action,” such as transforming 

students from all backgrounds into successful college graduates, which is the promise of the 

open access community college. These institutional limitations exist on the macro level and often 

cool out students’ aspirations. However, Freire offers hope of changing this limited structure 

through dialogue, starting on an individual or small group level, which is fertile ground for 

heating up.  

In examining heating up, one relationship of particular interest is the one shared by 

students and faculty. Research in four-year institutions has found that student-faculty interaction 

has a positive impact on student persistence, involvement, achievement, and aspiration (Astin 

1999, Pascarella 1980, Pascarella & Terenzini 1977, Tinto 1975, 1988, 1997). However, 

literature regarding student-faculty interaction in two-year colleges is more limited. Generally, 

low levels of involvement with both peers and faculty are reported (CCSSE 2005, Evelyn 2004, 

Hagedorn et. al 2000, Maxwell 2000), especially for minority groups (Chang 2005).  For non-

residential community college students, the main point of contact with the college is the 

classroom. This starting point, and specifically a positive relationship with faculty, has a 

powerful effect on student learning, academic development, social networking, and persistence 

(Hagedorn et. al 2000, Karp, Hughes & O’Gara 2008). As a community college educator and 

researcher, I am interested in understanding how faculty relationships with students have the 

potential to contribute to heating up their aspirations. 

Although the two concepts of cooling out and heating up are often depicted as 

dichotomous, the institutional process of “cooling out” and the individual potential to “heat up” 

are actually symbiotic. Individual relationships have meaning on a larger scale, just as 

institutional expectations shape micro-level interactions. To bridge these two concepts, which 
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have been separated in the literature, I utilize organizational theory (Blau & Scott 1962, 

Roethlisberger 1968, Weber 1947). Organizational theory recognizes both the external context of 

the community college organization, which has roots in larger social systems of inequality, as 

well as the internal context, which addresses organizational dynamics, division of labor, and how 

individuals within the organization interact.  

My theoretical framework applies a systems perspective to organize all of these concepts. 

The macro level includes the institutional limitations of the community college, which often cool 

out student aspiration. The macro level also includes larger societal issues that impact the 

community college, such as structural inequalities and poverty. This macro level is what 

organizational theory refers to as the “external context” of an organization (Blau & Duncan 

1962). The “internal context” is made up of individuals and small groups, the micro and mezzo 

levels respectively. The micro level of the community college includes individual students and 

faculty that can interact in a positive way, thereby holding the potential to heat up student 

aspirations. According to organizational theory, the internal context also includes a variety of 

groups within an organization, including formal subgroups, informal groups, or social groups. 

These groups exist on the mezzo level, in between the larger macro level of the organization and 

the smaller individual level. In this study, the mezzo level is defined as the individual academic 

program. The program acts as a buffer, or an intermediary level of organization, that may serve 

to cushion individual students from larger institutional cooling out effects. This framework 

attempts to bridge the macro-level cooling out and micro-level heating up concepts by 

recognizing the role of the mezzo-level program, thereby seeking deeper understanding so that 

meaningful change can occur. Heating up has not been studied extensively, so the potential of 

the community college as a conduit to higher aspirations has not been fully realized. It is 
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important to understand cooling out and heating up from both macro and micro level 

perspectives so that the potential of open access institutions to heat up student aspiration may 

become a reality. 

Research Questions 

During the past three years, I have conducted two pilot studies to explore the heating up 

phenomenon, each of which resulted in a deeper understanding of the phenomenon and more 

questions. Examining the components of student-faculty relationships at two local community 

colleges has revealed the nuanced nature and various types of student-faculty interactions. 

However, this preliminary research has just opened the door to the possibilities that these 

interactions present in terms of heating up aspiration. The pilot studies provided insight into 

which components of the student-faculty relationship have the most potential to contribute to 

increasing student aspiration. The most meaningful interactions seemed to occur between 

students and professors in their major, as opposed to professors of other courses, such as required 

liberal arts courses. This finding reveals the potential of the academic program, the student’s 

chosen major, in the process of heating up aspirations. However, the positive relationships 

between students and professors in the program vary by individual faculty. It was not clear 

whether these interactions were a consistent phenomenon or simply isolated events.  

The pilot studies also highlighted the numerous limitations at community colleges. 

Students have such high hopes and aspirations and there are so many factors stacked against 

them that often serve to limit their aspiration and achievement: their personal issues, their 

academic struggles, poverty, structural inequalities, and an institution that is more focused on 

transfer than access. The hurdles that some community college students face are so 

overwhelming, a true “limit situation” (Freire 1970). On the other hand, the successes, such as 
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passing a college-level course or realizing that finishing school or even transfer is possible, 

provide the hope of “possibility,” no matter how small and infrequent these successes appear to 

be. I wonder what makes this possibility a reality. Which student-faculty interactions hold the 

most promise? What can faculty and students do to realize increasing aspirations in such a 

limited context of the community college? How, exactly, does heating up happen? I agree with 

Clark and the numerous other theorists that cooling out does occur at community colleges. But 

heating up also happens. I wonder how, why, and under what circumstances heating up occurs. 

Short-lived pilot studies could not possibly answer all of these questions but they provided 

examples of students at community colleges that are trying to navigate within a limited system to 

achieve their aspirations and the potential of faculty to help them in this process.  This qualitative 

case study at a large urban community college seeks to solve the puzzle of how heating up 

student aspiration happens, in spite of the cooling out that occurs at the community college.  

It is with these larger questions that I frame my dissertation topic. My research questions 

for this study are: 

1. What is the nature of student-faculty interactions in three different programs at 
Fairview Community College?  

2. What different types of student-faculty interactions take place?  
3. How do these different types of interactions have the potential to contribute to 

student aspiration (“heat up”), as understood by students and faculty?  
 

These research questions will be addressed within the context of the community college and of 

each program, since the context shapes the nature of student-faculty interactions. The study will 

target student and faculty perceptions of their interactions with one another and the potential of 

these interactions to heat up student aspiration.  
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Significance of the Study 

This study adds to the community college literature by providing an empirical micro-

level examination of interactions that contribute to aspiration. The study attempts to bridge the 

cooling out and heating up literatures in the context of the modern community college by 

recognizing the intertwined relationship between institutions and individuals. Examining these 

interactions in the context of the community college’s limitations may initiate future research 

that further explores the interplay between individual interactions, institutional expectations, and 

their influence on students. By defining a few characteristics or practices in each program that 

have the potential to heat up student aspiration, later quantitative studies may be able to 

operationalize these as variables to examine the effect of closely-knit student-faculty interactions 

and departmental support on student aspiration. The study has the potential to improve practice 

by providing insight to faculty so that they can have a positive effect on student aspiration and to 

academic programs so that they can better support their students. In terms of policy, 

administrators and legislators could understand the micro-level interactions that shape student 

aspirations to better organize their institutions, make decisions about resource allocation, and 

address limiting situations for students. With accountability measures reaching higher education, 

community colleges are under pressure to improve their low graduation and transfer rates and 

meet the needs of a post-industrial economy. For growth to occur in this area, the nature of 

micro-level interactions that contribute to students’ achievement of their aspirations must be 

understood and utilized when considering institutional change. 

To address the research questions and shed some light on the connection between heating 

up and cooling out student aspiration at community colleges, this dissertation will proceed in the 

following order. The next chapter will review the research on community colleges, cooling out, 
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and heating up, and critique how the current body of literature has addressed the topic. The 

theoretical framework, including macro and micro-level perspectives, as well as my systems-

based application of organizational theory, will be explained in detail. Chapter 3 outlines the 

qualitative research methodology, describes the research sites, participants, methods of data 

collection and analysis, and my role as the researcher. The results will be addressed in Chapter 4-

6. To remain consistent with the theoretical framework, each chapter addresses a level of the 

organizational system. Chapter 4 describes the macro level, the institution, historical context, and 

limitations at the community college. Chapter 5 addresses the mezzo level, three different 

academic programs at the community college and how they mediate between macro-level 

cooling out effects and individual students. Chapter 6 focuses on the micro level, individual 

students and faculty, and the interactions that have the most potential to heat up student 

aspiration. To conclude, Chapter 7 will revisit the research questions, summarize the findings 

and present implications of the study. In addressing the research questions, I hope to make a 

small contribution to how scholars, educators, and policymakers think about this puzzle and 

making the pieces of larger social inequalities and open educational opportunity fit in a 

meaningful way.  
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  

Introduction 

 As mentioned in Chapter 1, this study will examine the potential of student-faculty 

interactions to heat up aspirations within three different programs an urban community college. 

Although other studies conducted at four-year colleges have addressed student-faculty 

interaction and its relationship to persistence and achievement, research has demonstrated that 

the phenomenon is quite different at the community college (Hagedorn et al 2000, Karp, Hughes 

& O’Gara 2008, Maxwell 2000). Interactions and relationships certainly do not exist in a 

vacuum. Larger institutional and organizational issues, as well as individual factors, affect the 

nature and quality of student-faculty interactions. To address the research questions regarding the 

nature, types, and potential of student-faculty interactions to contribute to aspiration, the 

complexity of the student-faculty relationship must be understood by examining the context in 

which these interactions take place. I will begin on the macro level by examining the limiting 

structure of the community college, which is recognized with the cooling out research. This 

portion of the literature review includes the community college’s ambiguous position in the 

educational hierarchy, its multiple and contradictory functions, and how these factors present 

barriers that cool out student aspiration. I will then bridge this macro-level literature on cooling 

out to the micro-level research on student-faculty interactions and heating up. This way, the 

nature of student-faculty interactions and their potential to contribute to student aspiration can be 

understood within the limiting structure and context of the community college.  

 The second part of this chapter, which will explain the theoretical framework, will follow 

the same format. I will begin discussion of my theoretical framework on the macro level by 



 10

exploring the cooling out debate from functionalist and conflict-based perspectives. Then micro-

level perspectives in response to cooling out will be examined. My theoretical notion is that the 

macro and micro levels are intertwined and mediated by the mezzo level, specifically the 

academic program. I link these two theoretical concepts with organizational theory and a systems 

perspective, which accounts for the macro-level institution, the mezzo-level program, and the 

micro-level individuals. The variation within the three different academic programs seems to be 

an intermediary between the limiting macro community college structure and the potential of the 

micro-level interactions. By connecting the cooling out and heating up literature and theory, I 

attempt to bridge the macro and micro levels to provide a more holistic view of student-faculty 

relationships and the enormous potential that exists to heat up students’ ambitions.  

Part I. Review of the Literature on the Community College, Cooling Out, and Heating Up 

Historical Context 

 The current structure of the community college, its policies, and its functions were 

shaped by its history. As relatively new educational institutions, community colleges have 

evolved quickly. The first independent “junior college” was founded in 1901 in Joliet, Illinois in 

partnership with a local high school and the University of Chicago to prepare students for liberal 

arts study at the four-year university. Other states soon followed suit and these junior colleges 

became known as transitional institutions between high school and college (Brint & Karabel 

1989). The first major piece of policy that affected junior colleges was the Smith-Hughes Act of 

1917, which provided funds for high school vocational education. Junior colleges soon took on 

this function, which began the push for vocationalization.  

During the Depression, junior colleges expanded their vocational mission to begin 

offering job-training programs to ease unemployment. The junior colleges, many of which were 
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still housed in high schools, sought to create their own identities as institutions of higher 

education. After World War II, junior colleges expanded with the support of policy and the need 

for more higher education options in the face of economic transformation. The G.I. Bill of 1944 

offered educational funding to veterans, many of whom chose to attend junior colleges and opted 

for vocational education. In 1948, the Truman Commission called for “the creation of a network 

of public, community-based colleges to serve local needs” (Brint & Karabel 1989). With this 

new emphasis on community needs, the junior college, in an attempt to escape its marginal 

“junior” status, changed its name to “community college.” Although educational opportunity was 

expanding, community colleges essentially added a new lower-strata option in higher education 

to accommodate increasing numbers of students.  

 During the 1960s, community colleges became a national network with the opening of 

457 community colleges (American Association of Community Colleges 2006). As the baby 

boomers approached college age and the social activism of the 1960s called for educational 

opportunity and equality, community colleges expanded. Students sought a means to the 

baccalaureate degree through transfer programs. Community colleges, on the other hand, 

continued to stress vocational education, trying to establish their own niche in higher education. 

The push for vocationalism, despite students’ desire for transfer, was reinforced by several 

policies. The Vocational Act of 1963, which provided federal funding for postsecondary 

vocational education, and the Higher Education Act of 1972, which excluded such monies from 

professional or advanced degree programs, formalized the community college’s status as a 

vocational institution (Labaree 1997). In the 1970s, the Carnegie Commission “made the 

community college the centerpiece of its calls for universal access to higher education” 

(Dougherty 1994). These policies, in addition to a media that characterized an economic market 
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that was oversaturated with college graduates, resulted in community colleges eventually 

attracting more students to vocational education, increasing the number of vocational degrees 

from 42.6% in 1970 to 62.5% in 1980 (Brint & Karabel 1989).  

During the late 1970s and 1980s, community colleges also assumed the function of 

community education in an effort to remain economically viable institutions. This broad mission 

included teaching noncredit GED courses, parenting classes, personal enrichment courses, or 

workforce training in partnership with local businesses. This “comprehensive community 

college” is the one that exists currently. Today, the 1,195 community colleges nationwide 

educate about half of the college student population, in addition to those taking noncredit courses 

(American Association of Community Colleges 2009). Although there are renewed efforts to 

focus on transfer and accountability, recent policy still focuses on vocational education. The Carl 

D. Perkins Act of 2006 increases federal funding for vocational education in both high schools 

and community colleges and requires higher standards of accountability (Community College 

Week 2006). Dowd (2003) argued that these higher accountability and efficiency demands have 

led to a greater market orientation, which increases the stratification of educational opportunity. 

Even though more students are enrolled in the vocational track, increasing numbers of these 

students are opting to transfer, which is driving increased transferability of these degrees (Cuseo 

2001). In fact, many community colleges are expanding their transfer-focused offerings, which 

attract students in other states and internationally to courses that are equivalent and transferable 

to those offered in more expensive and selective universities (Pluviose 2008). In only 108 years, 

a relatively short institutional history, the high school extension “junior college” evolved into a 

comprehensive community college, which offers educational options for various populations. 
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Because of its diverse origins, the modern community college is a “hybrid institution, combining 

many different and often contradictory pressures” (Dougherty 1994).  

Stratification in Higher Education 

Although community colleges are relatively new institutions, they exist within an 

established hierarchy of higher education. The classic sociological definition of the process of 

stratification is based on Duncan’s definition: “The process of stratification comprises all that is 

involved in the intergenerational transmission of status and the impact thereof on status 

achievement and the securing of rewards” (Duncan 1968, cited in Mare 1992). This definition 

and models of socioeconomic stratification are based on inter- and intragenerational mobility 

among the strata of occupations. While there has been much discussion on the order and 

directionality of factors in the path models, scholars agree that education is one of the most 

powerful predictors of occupational success and one’s position on the socioeconomic hierarchy. 

While educational attainment, or number of years of education, has traditionally been the 

predicting factor, scholars also recognize qualitative differences in education, or differential 

participation in the various types of higher educational institutions (Gayle, Berridge & Davies 

2002, Iannone 2004).  

These qualitative differences in higher education have resulted in a stratified system, or a 

“caste system” (Iannone 2004). In this system, students are usually channeled into the 

appropriate level by socioeconomic background (Davies & Guppy 1997, Davies & Hammack 

2005). For example, upper middle class students disproportionately attend elite universities, 

while community colleges and vocational institutions enroll low-income students. There is a 

basic divide between vocational and academic education, in which vocational education is 

concentrated in lower-level institutions while universities are known for professional and 
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academic training (Lewis 1994, Rosenbaum 2004). Participation in vocational education presents 

race, class and gender disparities and offers differential economic returns to low-income students 

(Ainsworth & Roscigno 2005). The divisions between the levels are sturdy, as they are within a 

caste system, since even students with high aspirations are undermined or diverted to lower-level 

institutions based on racial, socioeconomic, and tracking lines (Venezia & Kirst 2005). Overall, 

this stratification is creating a system in which achieving social mobility through higher 

education is weakening and the class system is becoming more rigid and separated in America 

(Economist 2005).  

The stratified system of higher education results in differential socioeconomic returns for 

community college students. In analyzing the role of the community college in a stratified 

educational and occupational structure and the returns it offers to its students, the relationship 

between educational experience and labor market outcomes must be recognized. Applying a 

human capital framework to analyze the socioeconomic returns for community college students, 

Monk-Turner (1998) found that the human capital argument holds true. The number of years of 

education is a significant determinant of income and occupational status when background is 

held constant. For community college students that earn a two-year degree, it is not surprising 

that they earn less since they invest less. Even though some vocational degree areas, such as 

nursing, can produce good wages and even transfer, on the average, vocational degrees often 

result in lower-paying jobs. Kane and Rouse (1999) agreed with the human capital argument, 

finding that the economic returns of each year of education increases the wage rate 16%, but 

stipulate that the entire degree is more valuable.  

While the human capital theory is valid, the type of educational institution matters as 

well, as reproduction theorists recognize. Community college students that transfer to four-year 
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colleges are 20-22% less likely to complete the baccalaureate degree, a phenomenon known as 

“the baccalaureate attainment gap” (Dougherty, 1994, Monk-Turner 1998). Dougherty (1992) 

found that baccalaureate aspirants do worse than four-year entrants if they enter community 

college first and do not complete the degree. Community college students are disproportionately 

minority, low-income, less academically prepared, and have less parental advantage (Levinson 

2005). These background and individual variables are certainly factors that explain the 

baccalaureate attainment gap. However, even when all background factors are held equal, 

community college entrance is negatively associated with the likelihood of finishing the 

bachelor’s degree, implying an institutional effect. Dougherty (1994) attributed 2/3 of the 

baccalaureate gap to background, class, and gender, and 1/3 to institutional obstacles, such as 

“cooling out” practices, financial aid barriers, institutional confusion, weak social and academic 

integration, less rigorous academics, and articulation difficulties with four-year colleges.  

Even if students transfer and complete the bachelor’s degree, they often obtain jobs with 

lower occupational status than do four-year entrants when controlling for difference in years of 

education and background variables. When measuring the socioeconomic returns, it is clear that 

the quantitative factor, number of years of education, as well as the qualitative differences 

between various types of educational institutions, are relevant. Based on Monk-Turner’s findings 

(1998), baccalaureate graduates earn 18% more than high school graduates and 6.4% more than 

two-year college graduates. These two-year college graduates earn 5.4% more than high school 

graduates. However, this number is not statistically significant since there is no “sheepskin 

effect,” which accounts for lifelong economic differences, associated with the associate’s degree. 

In addition, community college attendance is associated with a high attrition rate, with only 21% 

of community college entrants completing a degree and 24% transferring to a four-year college 
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(Monk-Tuner 1998). The students that drop out of community college, which account for 60-

70% of the student population, can expect the same economic returns as high school graduates, 

or maybe less because employers may perceive dropping out of college as a negative indicator. 

Even though community colleges offer more access, they do not promise degree completion or 

equitable economic returns, thereby maintaining social and economic stratification. 

When analyzing the community college in the context of educational stratification, it is 

clear that these unique institutions reflect larger structural inequalities. Labor policy recognizes 

stratification of the workforce, which is necessary in our capitalist economy. Certainly, 

educational policy and community colleges are influenced by this reality. However, since the 

community college is an open access institution and the only chance at higher education for 

some populations, its role and relationship with the labor market must be examined. Community 

colleges have assumed many functions, some of which are contradictory, because they have had 

to manage conflicting pressures from both democratic ideals of education and capitalist realities 

of labor policy. As an institution that exists in a stratified structure, the community college offers 

both opportunity and limitation. Because social inequalities are deeply embedded in occupational 

and educational systems, the community college as an institution cannot eradicate these 

structural inequalities, despite their commitment to open access and democratic education. 

Although the community college has produced some successful graduates that are exceptions to 

the statistics, they have had no aggregate effect in democratizing access to higher education 

(Brint & Karabel 1989). Most scholars, both critics and supporters of community college, agree 

that the community college is “continuing to make grand promises and produce disappointing 

results” (Labaree 1997). They recognize that over the course of the community college’s history, 
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those that have struggled to make its democratic promise a reality have faced formidable 

obstacles (Brint & Karabel 1989).  

The Multiple Functions and Contradictory Mission of the Community College 

Given the nature of the stratified system of higher education and society, community 

colleges have assumed multiple functions to institutionally survive and offer alternatives to its 

diverse student body. Although the community college has evolved into a multi-function 

institution, these competing purposes have fueled the debate over the community college’s 

influence on student aspiration. The debate over the purpose of education, whether it leads 

students to upward social mobility or reproduces social inequalities, is especially poignant when 

analyzing the function of the community college. Community colleges are “at the crossroads of 

social mobility in American society,” (Shaw & London 2001), yet scholars are in general 

agreement that the community college has a fragmented mission (Brint & Karabel 1989, Cain 

1999, Herideen 1998, Levinson 2005, Rhoads & Valadez 1996). This lack of unifying mission is 

due to the fact that community colleges are expected to meet their community’s unique and 

varying needs and therefore has a “multiplicity of functions” (Rhoads & Valadez 1996). These 

multiple functions of the community college are most evident in the different curricular options, 

specifically transfer, vocational, and community education, which have different implications in 

terms of employment, economic return, and social mobility. It seems that the community college, 

an institution on the lower rung of the higher education hierarchy, is itself stratified through these 

various tracks.  

The Transfer Track  

The traditional role of the community college, which dates back to the early days of the 

community college as a preparatory institution, is to provide the means for students to complete 
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the first two years of academic coursework so that they can then transfer to a baccalaureate 

program. The associate degree (A.A. or A.S.) is comprised of 60 to 65 credits of liberal arts or 

general education requirements, which are usually accredited by a certifying body. Many 

students opt for this curriculum as an alternate means to prepare for a baccalaureate program and 

complete the first two years of college close to home and at a lower cost, especially in recent 

years with the skyrocketing costs of higher education (Herideen 1998). While only 51% of the 

students enrolled in the transfer track actually transfer, the persistence rate of those that do 

transfer (82%) exceeds that of students starting at the four-year college (75%) (NCES 2001). 

Grubb (1991) attributed the low transfer rate to many factors, including changing student 

demographics, lower achievement levels in high school, the collapse of career counseling, more 

students “experimenting” or “milling around” in college, and an increased focus on the 

vocational track. While the majority of community college students plan to transfer, the low 

transfer and graduation rates from the this track indicate a weakening role of the community 

college as a means to the baccalaureate degree.  

The Vocational Track 

The vocational track grew from the community college’s realization that it was an 

institution that could not compete with elite universities. Instead, community colleges chose to 

“accommodate the realistic division of labor” (Brint & Karabel 1989). The vocational role of the 

community college has expanded vastly from post-World War II through recent legislation that 

supports vocational education. It is responsible for preparing America’s mid-skilled workforce, 

especially at the community college. The most common vocational areas are allied health, auto 

repair, construction, and technology (Dougherty & Bakia 2000, Levinson 2005). This vocational 

role is manifested through several curricular programs (Bragg 2002). The traditional 
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occupational and technical programs offer an associate degree, an Associate of Applied Science 

(A.A.S.) degree, which is 60 to 65 credits, has some liberal arts requirements, but is mostly 

content-heavy with technical courses that do not transfer. School-to-Work and Work-Based 

learning programs offer the vocational courses in partnership with high schools or local 

businesses. Another option includes workforce-training programs that offer a vocational 

certificate, which is not an associate degree, but a certificate, generally totaling 20 to 30 credits, 

again, content-heavy with a few transferable liberal arts courses. These are often programs 

designed with employers and businesses to shape the future workforce, known as contract 

training (Dougherty & Bakia 2000). Many students opt for the vocational curriculum because 

they are seeking employment as soon as possible or are intimidated by the prospect of 

transferring for a baccalaureate degree. In recent years, there has been an increase in the number 

of students that choose to transfer from the vocational track, indicating that the line between 

transfer and vocational tracks is not as clear as originally distinguished (Bailey, Hughes & 

Mucher 2002). In addition, the significant advantages of vocational education in terms of 

maintaining student interest and persistence, which are supported by the findings of this study, 

are in contrast to the traditionally pejorative view of the vocational track. Even so, the vocational 

track students who have increased ambitions often face a longer route to the baccalaureate 

degree.  

The Community Education Track  

During the rapid expansion of community colleges in the 1960s, the “comprehensive 

mission” of the community college emerged and began to encompass community education. This 

movement gained strength in the 1970s as more adult and part-time students sought education 

(Brint & Karabel 1989). Community education generally does not involve degrees, but an 
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accumulation of credits necessary for professional development or non-credit courses for 

enrichment. This curriculum is broad and covers a number of topics, including GED education, 

parenting, citizenship classes, professional development, continuing education credits (CEUs) for 

business or education, in-service trainings, workforce training in partnership with local 

businesses, and leisure courses, such as foreign languages, exercise classes, or cultural 

enrichment. These vary widely since community education is meant to have assorted course 

offerings to meet the needs of diverse communities. These programs are offered by 90% of all 

community colleges (Levinson 2005). This “lifelong learning” is attractive to people for many 

reasons ranging from advancement in a job to personal enrichment. In some cases, community 

members shape courses through demand. Education for the community sounds democratic, but 

community college administration often has financial reasons for offering community education 

(Kane & Rouse 1999). On the other hand, community education is a form of community service 

that provides a social institutional, a center of civic life, and promotes education “from the cradle 

to the grave” (Levinson 2005). While the non-credit coursework of community education is not 

considered a viable means to a baccalaureate degree, it has potential to introduce students to an 

institution of higher education, possibly increasing ambitions.   

As a result of these multiple functions and the diversity of each college’s community, 

there is no way to generalize about the community college, with some fourteen categories of 

attempted classification (Katsinas 1993). Community colleges strive to meet transfer needs 

through quality transferable curriculum, boost their vocational function through business 

partnerships, and meet community education needs, becoming an institution for any type of 

educational aspiration from baccalaureate degree to personal enrichment class. The “multiplicity 

of functions” creates profit, student success, and community enrichment (Rhoads & Valadez 
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1996). However, it also contributes to stratification both among institutions of higher education 

and within the community college. While the various tracks have been the means to stratify 

students within the community college, the entire institution has an ambiguous position in higher 

education. The community college is “torn between its missions of access versus excellence and 

are trying to meet the needs of an extremely diverse population within a competitive market of 

adult education” (Cain 1999). These competing functions of the community college often lead to 

contradictions in terms of mission and practice.  

The Contradictory Mission 

The three functions of the modern comprehensive community college - academic, 

vocational, and community education – are reflective of conflicting ideologies. Ideally, the 

community college represents democratic access to higher education and the American Dream 

through multiple chances for academic success. The academic transfer function satisfies the 

American ideology of social mobility through education. This meritocratic ideal offers everyone 

the option of pursuing higher education and investing in human capital through the affordable 

community college. However, considering the stratified nature of educational systems, the 

community colleges’ transfer function is really “a pale version of the university” (Labaree 1997). 

Since junior colleges could not compete with more prestigious four-year universities, they 

assumed the vocational function, which reflects the belief in human capital and social efficiency. 

Through vocational education, students can invest in human capital and gain skills necessary for 

the economy. However, in the context of a stratified occupational structure, vocational education 

prepares students for placement in a lower-strata occupation (Ainsworth & Roscigno 2005). The 

last function of community education embodies the ideology of democratic equality and open 

educational opportunity. Anyone, regardless of academic preparation or background, can invest 
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in education for personal or professional reasons. Although there is little economic return on 

such noncredit courses, this function fulfills the institution’s commitment to its local community.   

These three missions are reflective of the contradictory impulses toward democratic 

equality and market differentiation (Labaree 1997). On one hand, the community college 

represents democratic equality through its open admission policy and commitment to community 

education. On the other hand, community colleges exist in a system defined by market 

differentiation and stratification. Although the reality of stratification often limits community 

colleges and their students, the community college is both an “institutional embodiment of this 

commitment to the ideology of equality of opportunity and a constant source of reinforcement of 

this ideology” (Brint & Karabel 1989).  

The intra-institutional stratification that is manifested through the various curricular 

tracks is compounded by inter-institutional stratification, which is rooted in funding and larger 

structural inequalities. Part of the reason community colleges assume the vocational and 

community education roles is to supplement funding while maintaining reasonable tuition for 

students. Community colleges have turned to contract training, local business training 

partnerships, and job preparation, often at the expense of their leadership role and risking 

corporate domination (Bok 2003, Bosworth 1997, Dougherty & Bakia 2000).   

Most recently, there is a trend in which community colleges are revamping their 

transfer/academic mission by strengthening transfer-focused offerings and even developing 

bachelor degree programs (Pluviose 2008). This movement has sparked an intense debate over 

whether “mission creep” is setting into community colleges that are dropping “community” from 

their names, promoting the idea that their college is no longer “junior,” and becoming 

indistinguishable from four-year colleges. Opponents worry that the community college is losing 
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sight of its community focus and original mission as an open door to higher education.  The 

modern community college, a contradictory institution with competing functions, faces multiple 

challenges with funding, institutional survival, serving a diverse student population, and 

ambiguity in managing the conflicting missions. These institutional challenges serve as the 

backdrop in examining the institutional effect on student aspiration. 

Institutional Influences on Student Ambition: Cooling Out and Heating Up 

“Cooling Out”  

Since Burton Clark established the “cooling out” phenomenon, there has been debate 

about the function of the community college, whether it is an “open door” to upward mobility or 

a means to stratify students. Clark found that many students at the then “junior colleges” were 

“latent terminals,” whose ambition was managed through counseling, testing, probation, and 

emphasizing vocational tracks. Since the study was published in 1960, many researchers have 

studied the negative institutional effects on student aspiration, or “cooling out,” in community 

colleges (Alba & Lavin 1981, Brint & Karabel 1989, Cain 1999, Davies & Hammack 2005, 

Deil-Amen & Rosenbaum 2002, Dougherty 1987, 1992, 1994, Herideen 1998, Kane & Rouse 

1999, Kantor & Lowe 1992, Lau 1984, Levinson 2005, Pincus 1980, Reitano 1990, Rhoads & 

Valdez 1996, Romano 2004, Rosenbaum 2004, Templin 1981). Cooling out has been attributed 

to a multitude of institutional practices and factors, such as remediation, faculty, engagement, 

advisement, and funding. NCES statistics imply that cooling out has some truth to it, since only 

51% of all transfer track students actually transfer (NCES 2006). Deil-Amen & Rosenbaum 

(2002) found that while 68% of all incoming community college students aspire to transfer, less 

than half actually do so. The most recent NCES data on postsecondary persistence indicates that 

even though a higher percentage of the 2004 student cohort entering community colleges were 
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more academically prepared than those students in previous cohorts and most aspire to transfer, 

the percentage of this 2004 cohort that left school by 2006 without completing a degree was still 

higher than among all 2004 freshman at four-year colleges and universities (Provasnik & Planty 

2008). Most scholars agree that community colleges do, whether inadvertently or purposely, cool 

out student ambition. 

Because of its multiple functions and contradictory nature, this “cooling out” effect, 

which is often a result of institutional unintended consequences, displaces students’ ambitions 

into areas with limited life chances and reproduces social inequality. The majority of entering 

full-time community college students aspire to transfer, yet they are two to three times more 

likely than students at four-year institutions to drop out (NCES 2006). Community college 

students attain less economically and educationally since they are less likely than their 

counterparts at four-year institutions to earn a baccalaureate degree (Dougherty 1992, 1994, 

Monk-Turner 1998). This evidence implies that cooling out affects students’ socioeconomic 

standing.  

However, some scholars argue that transfer and completion rates are problematic and 

misleading since they are based on the number of students that actually complete an associate 

degree within a given time. Many students transfer before completing the degree or “stop out,” 

leaving for a time and returning to complete a degree later, or “swirl,” taking credits at both two 

and four year colleges (Borden 2004, Cejda & Kaylor 2001, Townsend 2002). Bailey & Jenkins 

(2007) found that using graduation rates as a measure of community college success is 

misleading since community college students have goals other than a degree, such as 

occupational certificates or transfer before completion. In a recent revisitation of cooling out, 

Romano (2004) found that students have uncertain aspirations to begin with, which exaggerates 
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the impact of cooling out. Since the Department of Education requires graduation rates to be 

published as a measure of success, a biased picture of community colleges is often presented. 

Under the Student Right to Know Act, graduation rates measure the number of students that have 

finished a specific program of study or earned a degree within a time frame of 150% of a 

traditional full-time student. That is only three years for a community college. Many community 

college students, the majority of whom are “non-traditional,” may either accumulate many 

credits without having completed a specific degree, transfer before completing a program, lose 

credits upon transfer, attend part-time due to family and work obligations, or leave school and 

return years later to finish. These students do not fit the traditional definition of a college student 

nor are they reflected in graduation rates. Therefore, the low graduation rates of community 

colleges are often not reflective of the reality since many students simply do not finish a degree 

within the given time frame of three years. The result is a biased picture of community college 

students’ success since the numbers are often interpreted without understanding the nature of the 

community college or its students.    

Regardless of the measures used or what the numbers reflect, scholars are in general 

agreement that students beginning at the community college have reduced chances of completing 

a baccalaureate degree (Brint & Karabel 1989, Dougherty 1992, Grubb 1991). To address this 

issue and stay true to its transfer mission, many community colleges have strengthened its 

transfer programs through institutional support, such as offering tutoring, closer advisement, 

student workshops, articulation agreements with four-year institutions, and even developing 

baccalaureate programs. Many community colleges have “addressed” the low graduation and 

transfer rates through these institutional-level solutions. The low success rates that remain are 

then attributed to the students’ personal or cultural barriers, since policies and solutions have 
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been implemented on the institutional level. Often, institutional barriers are not revisited and the 

low success rates are attributed to students’ individual challenges. However, scholars are divided 

as to whether cooling out is more of a personal or institutional effect. Although personal and 

background factors are certainly relevant, the focus of this literature examines the institutional 

effect.  

The intentionality of cooling out is another debate, which I will not address directly. I 

agree with the majority of the community college scholars, who feel that cooling out is the result 

of unintended consequences of institutional practices. Whether intentional or not, the results are 

equivocally negative for community college students. Holding all other variables constant, 

students starting at the community college earn 15% fewer baccalaureate degrees than students 

starting at four-year institutions, indicating that the baccalaureate-degree completion gap 

between students beginning at 2-year versus 4-year colleges still exists, regardless of background 

variables (Cuseo 2001).  It also takes these students, the majority of whom are male and non-

minority, 1.5 years longer to complete the baccalaureate degree (Romano & Wisniewski 2003). 

In addition, most of the studies and efforts to improve the transfer function have focused on the 

transfer track students with little attention paid to the students in the vocational track, who are 

increasingly opting to transfer to a four-year institution or move into the transfer track after 

starting as a vocational student. The community college, which is supposed to be an “open door” 

to higher education, actually serves as a mechanism of sorting students into transfer, vocational 

jobs, or simply accumulation of credits without a degree. 

“Heating Up” 

The majority of the cooling out literature focuses on transfer-track students with 

diminished ambitions that end up in the vocational track or do not complete a degree at all. A 
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few researchers reference an opposite “heating up” effect that the community college may have 

(Herideen 1998, Kantor & Lowe 1992, O’Banion 1977, Rhoads & Valadez 1996, Romano 

2004). This literature, while not nearly as extensive as that on cooling out, indicates that the 

community college may increase student aspiration. Although it is not clear whether heating up 

is due to engagement, student-faculty relationships, or the realization that a baccalaureate degree 

is necessary in today’s economy, the trend is clear that increased numbers of students are heating 

up. According to the 2008 NCES figures, one-third of the student cohort entering community 

colleges in 2004 had no intention of pursuing any education beyond the associate degree; 

however, by 2006, nearly 47% of this group raised their educational expectations to include a 

bachelor’s degree (Provasnik & Planty 2008). NCES statistics (2006) indicate that 26% of the 

students enrolled in the terminal vocational track actually do make the transfer. Despite losing 

many credits, this group has a 79% persistence rate in completing a baccalaureate degree, which 

is almost the same as students that transferred from the transfer track. Cuseo (2001) found that 

the transfer rate of students in vocational-technical or terminal degree programs is equal to or 

exceeds that of students who are in general education (transfer track) programs. These vocational 

students that transfer often lose credits, but are not at a substantial long-term disadvantage 

compared to students starting at a four-year institution (Gill & Leigh 2003). These findings 

question the validity of drawing distinctions between students in transfer and non-transfer tracks, 

especially with the increase in career ladder curricula, which is both vocational and transfer-

oriented. Whether these students are gaining confidence, maintain interest due to early exposure 

to career-focused coursework, or they realize that an associate degree will not have the payout 

they expected, heating up is happening at the community college.  
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Although heating up has not been studied extensively, the community college presents 

the opportunity for accommodating such increased ambition because of its open admission 

policy. Many people in low-income, urban areas are isolated physically and socially from the 

university or college in general (Rowley 2000). After attending urban public schools, many 

people hold a negative view of education. Some of these students may have dropped out or 

barely graduated, labeled as compounded failures. Because they are not prepared academically or 

socially for college, community education courses can be the first step to higher education since 

there are no entrance requirements or academic pressures. Attending a GED class or a personal 

enrichment class at the community college shows students previously burned by the educational 

system that college may be a possibility, heating up student ambition and encouraging higher 

education (Herideen 1998). This contact with the community college presents the possibility to 

encourage students to continue their education. Although the institution is in a strategic position 

to contribute to heating up, there has been little investigation into how to realize this potential.  

Since little of the community college literature has addressed heating up, it is possible 

that scholars are overlooking institutional barriers to realizing increased student ambitions. The 

cooling out research identifies institutional factors that result in the decreased student ambitions 

of transfer track students. It does not address vocational or community education track students 

that may heat up their aspirations and decide to transfer. Nor does it recognize the institutional 

barriers that hinder this particular student group in achieving their increased aspirations. The next 

section of the literature review will investigate the institutional barriers specific to students that 

have increased educational ambitions for a baccalaureate degree.  
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Institutional Barriers to Increased Student Ambition 

 Since there is limited scholarship on this “heated up” population, the institutional barriers 

that students encounter when attempting to move to the transfer track or a four-year college are 

being overlooked. The literature does identify barriers that transfer students encounter when 

transitioning to a four-year college, which can be applied to the vocational population as well. Of 

course, individual abilities and background factors do influence one’s ambitions and may present 

additional barriers. However, the cooling out debate and this literature focuses primarily on the 

institutional effect and structural barriers that contribute to diminishing students’ aspirations.  

Remediation 

 The best predictor of transfer is past academic performance and high school grades 

(Deil-Amen & Rosenbaum 2002, Lee & Frank 1990). Since community colleges rarely have 

selective admission criteria, many students that are not admitted to a four-year college due to 

poor academic preparation will attend community college. There, basic skills courses provide 

remediation necessary for the rigors of a baccalaureate-level program. Currently, 53% of 

community college students require remediation (DiMaria 2006). Many community college 

students are ill-prepared in high school and are first-generation college students (Hagedorn 

2004). “Few universities see it as their duty to take an ill-equipped, math-phobic, grammatically-

warped, GED-carrying kid off of the streets from scratch to move on to the status of college 

graduate. Most community colleges do so as a matter of course; indeed, they consider doing so a 

part of their mission” (Cain 1999). Despite this noble mission, access is not everything; the first 

semester is crucial in determining students’ persistence. Students in transfer-eligible courses and 

with high GPA’s during their first semester are far more likely to persist, while underprepared 

students, most of whom are in remedial courses, must work harder to succeed (Ashburn 2007, 
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Driscoll 2007). Only the most dedicated and supported high-risk students make it to the second 

semester. 

 Rosenbaum (2004) attributed this poor preparation and resulting low levels of 

persistence to the “college for all” attitude, which is based on Turner’s contest mobility system 

(1960). High schools and parents proclaim the norm that college is a given, yet do not focus on 

requirements for college. Many students are not aware of the requirements for college, assume 

that they can always attend community college, do not exert effort in their academics, and 

consequently require remediation (Rosenbaum 2004). While the open access mission may seem 

democratic, some argue that remedial courses “water down” the academic mission of the 

community college and defer student’s expectations (Rhoads & Valadez 1996, Rosenbaum 

2004). Others (Hagedorn 2004, Townsend & Twombly 2001, Troumpoulous 2004) point out that 

remediation is concentrated in minority populations and that it is a community and K-12 issue 

that the community college is left to address. Remediation, especially the “stigma-free” version 

that preserves expectations, distorts students’ perceptions of degree completion and adds time, 

money, and effort to a process that students already have low probability of completing (Deil-

Amen & Rosenbaum 2002).  

Engagement 

Student aspiration is closely related to student engagement and involvement. Rosenbaum 

(2004) and Grubb (2001) recognized that many students start at the community college as an 

“experiment” and 31% of community college entrants accumulate no college credits at all. 

Community college students have higher dropout rates due to lower rates of engagement in 

college life, which is related to a lack of residential facilities, honors programs, and 

extracurricular activities, low levels of academic involvement, and poor faculty interaction 
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(Astin 1999, Chang 2002, Tierney 1992, Tinto 1982, 1997). Pekow (2004) found that 84% of 

community college students never participated in extracurricular activities. Such activities have 

been linked to increased engagement and higher persistence rates, but are rare or minimal in 

many community colleges. Evelyn (2004) found that watered down classes and lack of 

advisement also contribute to decreased engagement.  

One theory for increased engagement is interest in subject matter that relates to 

employment or interests (Astin 1999). Instead of taking all liberal arts courses, as with the 

traditional transfer model, vocational track students take occupational courses that address their 

interests during the first semester, thereby engaging the student that may fear traditional 

academic courses. Students indicate an interest in these courses and not having to take unrelated 

liberal arts courses during the first year as major reasons why they remained engaged, which may 

explain the increasing numbers of vocational students opting to transfer. However, these students 

lose an average of 24 to 36 credits upon transfer to a four-year program, consistent with 

Armstrong & Mellissinos’ finding (1994) that correlated successful transfer and completion with 

the number of liberal arts courses taken at the community college. These students either take the 

loss or transfer into an unrelated baccalaureate program, such as Liberal Studies, to gain the 

maximum number of transfer credits. These career-specific vocational courses keep students 

engaged but are not recognized as transfer-quality courses, an institutional policy that 

undermines increasing aspirations.  

Faculty Contact 

Since faculty members have the closest and most consistent connection with students, 

their role in student engagement and aspiration is prominent. Like community college students, 

the faculty is a diverse group, comprised of full-time academic, adjunct, and vocational faculty. 
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Each group has different educational ends and views of the college mission. Brewer (2000) 

found that in terms of the college mission, 28% of faculty believed its focus is workplace 

preparation, while 27% believed it to be transfer preparation, with only 16% focusing on skill 

preparation and 6% on community service. Faculty members, especially adjuncts, feel that they 

are powerless and have less input on curricular goals. Some, especially, the older, academically 

focused faculty, feel hopeless and alienated by the rapidly changing student population (Cain 

1999). Brewer & Gray (1999) found that 21% of community college full-time faculty members 

work over 50 hours a week and the mean workweek is 46 hours. Although their four-year 

counterparts may work more, constrained resources at community colleges rarely accommodate 

for higher pay, professional development, or work linkages. Community college faculty 

members are more likely than those in other sectors of higher education to be non-tenured, part-

time, have a large teaching load, and not have a terminal degree in their discipline (Levinson 

2005). Teacher quality and interaction have been strongly correlated to student success (Darling-

Hammond 2000, Suarez-Balcazar et. al 2003). However, community college faculty members 

that are overworked, paid less, and have minimal opportunity for professional development and 

networking are not in an ideal position to encourage increased student aspiration.  

Elliott (1989) found that faculty members are role models of professionalism, but are 

ambiguous about their role in the higher education community. Some faculty members have low 

expectations for students, which contributes to the cooling out process (Dougherty 1994). Tatum, 

Hayward & Monzon (2006) found that of all influences at the community college, faculty 

contact played the most vital role in students’ plans to transfer. The impact of the faculty 

member’s relationship to transfer depends on the instructor’s background, involvement with the 

transfer process, and knowledge of transfer. Since many community college faculty members, 
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especially the majority of whom are adjuncts, are not involved in advisement and transfer, the 

faculty resource is underutilized.  While professors provide a potential opportunity to facilitate 

increased student ambition and transfer, their efforts are scattered and uncoordinated.  

Advisement 

Advisement offices are meant to assist students in transfer, course selection, and career 

goals. A recent national survey found that students consistently rate academic advising as the 

most important service community colleges can provide, yet that one-third of the students do not 

use advisement services (Ashburn 2007). Even during the crucial first month of the semester, 

over half of the students did not discuss educational goals with an advisor (Ashburn 2007). Deil-

Amen & Rosenbaum (2002) found lower quality advisement services at community colleges 

than at four-year colleges and universities. Many advisors are working with transfer information 

that is contradictory or changes annually. Even though there are more articulation agreements 

now, some for vocational degree programs, these official agreements are not always enforced 

(Prager 1993). Advisement offices do not have consistent access to out-of-state transfer 

programs or “unofficial” transfer agreements between departments. The students that succeed in 

transferring are transfer track students that seek advisement from multiple sources, including 

faculty, advisors, family, and even visiting the four-year institutions, supporting Dougherty’s 

finding (1992) that successful transfer students are indeed self-reliant. 

In the past, researchers have attributed cooling out and low transfer and graduation rates 

to students at the community college becoming discouraged over time, sometimes overtly by 

guidance counselors and advisors (Alba & Lavin 1981, Brint & Karabel 1989, Clark 1960). Even 

today, many educators and counselors at four-year colleges and secondary schools engage in a 

“subtle put-down of community colleges” (Magrath 2008). Students with little social capital rely 
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on these advisors as a single source of information. Deil-Amen & Rosenbaum (2002) note that 

the role of advisors has changed from one of being a gatekeeper to promoting “college for all,” 

thereby delaying student recognition of realistic options for the future. Rosenbaum (2004) found 

that 95% of high school students plan to attend college, but only 28% earn a baccalaureate 

degree and 8% earn an associate degree by age 34, indicating that the “college for all” myth 

results in diminished aspirations and deferral of expectations. Community college advisors, like 

their high school counterparts, adopt a “hands-off” approach, encouraging all students to pursue 

college. In the community college, the advisors advocate the transfer track to perpetuate this 

myth. Since many students are not prepared for such coursework, they either drop out or 

decrease their ambitions to include a vocational degree.  In addition to the promotion of this 

meritocratic myth, the lack of communication, informal agreements, confusion, and 

misperceptions surrounding transfer lead to prolonged student enrollment with little progress 

towards a degree. While four-year and elite colleges closely advise students and even assist with 

interviews, resumes, and links to employers, community college advisement is bureaucratically 

disorganized and confusing for students (Rosenbaum 2004). This awareness that the current 

advisement structures may become potential “educational malpractice” has initiated a movement 

to improve orientation and advising programs in community colleges (Ashburn 2007). 

Funding 

Many community colleges cannot offer involved advisement or additional student 

support due to funding shortages. It is well known that community colleges are on the lower rung 

of the higher education hierarchy. In terms of savings and wealth, two-year public colleges are 

among lowest (Carbone & Winston 2004). In a volatile economic market of higher education, 

community colleges are barely surviving. The increased competition in higher education leads to 
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more stratification as students with vague aspirations are directed into alternate options for 

education (Davies & Hammack 2005).  

To supplement this funding inequity, community colleges rely on “new institutionalism,” 

which is based on a decentralized free market system (Rosenbaum 2004). Community colleges 

meet demands and gain resources through informal networks. Many community colleges rely on 

local businesses and employers to aid in shaping job preparation programs at the community 

college for additional income (Bosworth 1997). By the mid-1990s, over 90% of community 

colleges provided contract training with individual businesses (Dougherty & Bakia 2000). Many 

community colleges, in an effort to meet the community’s needs and capitalize on a future 

student market, engage in this demand-driven workforce development effort. However, this is 

often at the expense of their leadership role (Bosworth 1997). Ambiguity and tension in 

leadership often blurs the community college’s role in meeting community needs or 

accommodating a corporate agenda (Franco 2002). These college-business alliances may also 

result in corporate domination of the college (Bok 2003). If the community college acts as a 

feeder institution for industry, their education is more task-oriented, less transferable, and has 

more short-term economic returns for its students. Another criticism is that this type of education 

takes away from the academic function of the college. After all, this education offers limited 

opportunity for social mobility.  

Funding inequities are exacerbated by general administrative confusion. Community 

college administration has many other issues to handle, including competition in the higher 

education market, meeting the needs of a diverse student population, faculty shortages, and 

increased pressures for accountability (Brint & Karabel 1989, Cain 1999, Hagedorn 2004, 

Reitano 1990, Townsend & Twombly 2001). In handling these various and often-conflicting 
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pressures, there has been much confusion and lack of coordination. Deil-Amen & Rosenbaum 

(2002) argued that the systematic misinterpretation and lack of clarity, as evident in “non-

stigmatized” approaches to remediation, testing, orientation, and probation procedures, and 

ambiguous listings of A.A., A.S., and A.A.S. programs, serve to maintain stratification by 

preserving student aspiration (and tuition revenue) while managing student ambition. Whether 

purposeful or not, community colleges certainly have fewer financial resources when it comes to 

extra services that will ensure student success.  

Transfer Agreements and Four-Year Institutions 

While much of the blame for the community college’s lack of clarity is placed on the 

administration, leaders rarely make institutional decisions without considering the higher 

education market and the needs of four-year institutions. In trying to navigate the increasingly 

competitive higher education market, community colleges continuously want to maintain the 

transfer function by forging articulation agreements with local four-year institutions. However, 

there are several challenges in transferring from a community college to a four-year institution. 

Since each baccalaureate program and university has its own curricular requirements, articulation 

is often difficult (Matthews & Mellow 1996, Shaw & London 2001).  Many elite universities still 

view community colleges as inferior institutions that do not prepare students for the “rigors of 

higher education” and are reluctant to admit community college students (Herideen 1998). This 

elitist assumption is apparent for many community college students that succeed in transferring. 

There is evidence of minority students reporting differential treatment at four-year institutions 

(Suarez-Balcazar et. al 2003). For minority students from community colleges, the feeling of 

differential treatment and displacement are compounded (Rhoads & Valadez 1996). As a result 

of difficulty in adjusting to a four-year college, many students transfer back to the community 
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college, a phenomenon known as the “reverse transfer” (Levinson 2005, Rhoads & Valadez 

1996). Some students transfer to several institutions, bouncing from four-year to two-year 

institutions, accruing many credits but not a degree, known as “swirling” (Borden 2004). The 

community college invariably receives the “cooled out,” the “reverse transfer,” the “swirlers,” 

and self-reliant students driven to transfer. This mixed population is problematic when trying to 

fashion articulation agreements with local baccalaureate programs, especially those that harbor 

elitist assumptions about community college students. In addition to elitist assumptions, some 

four-year institutions have no interest in accepting students that will only provide two years of 

tuition income. Lau (1984) pointed out that the failure of community college students in 

transferring is placed “squarely at the doors of the community college,” and ignores the reality 

that transfer education is a shared responsibility of the two- and four-year colleges. This is 

especially true as many four-year colleges are beginning to rely on transfer students with the 

predicted decline in high school graduates that choose to attend four-year institutions. 

The gap between two- and four-year colleges is exacerbated by the community service 

function that the community college has embraced. Community education grew from the 

community college’s distinguishing mission to meet the needs of its community through service 

(Franco 2002). While universities focus on their missions of teaching and research, “community 

colleges have shouldered most of the burdens of providing direct service to the community” 

(Rowley 2000). The community college’s acceptance of serving the community and meeting its 

diverse educational needs, such as GED classes, remediation, personal enrichment courses, and 

other “non-academic” material, has ultimately absolved universities from their service mission. 

This shift in community responsibility has allowed four-year universities to focus on their 

teaching and research missions, further maintaining their elite status in the hierarchy of the 
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higher education. Currently, community colleges are making efforts to engage in systematic 

institutional review and improve their academic mission, but the barriers of resources, time for 

data collection, and fragmented institutional priorities persist (Morest & Jenkins 2007). Despite 

these institutional efforts, the barriers that students with increased ambition face are a reflection 

of the larger system of inequality and stratification that exists in higher education and society.  

Possibilities of Micro-Level Interactions 

With the understanding that the institutional context of the community college is 

stratified, has multiple functions and contradictory missions, presents many institutional barriers, 

and most often cools out student aspiration, we now turn our attention to the possibility of 

heating up. Despite all of the institutional limitations that contribute to cooling out student 

ambitions and impede heating up, there are possibilities that exist on the micro level. For 

community college students, the classroom, specifically student-faculty interactions, holds the 

most potential (Hagedorn et al. 2000, Mucher, Karp & O’Gara 2008). Student-faculty interaction 

has been studied in the four-year college and university contexts with some useful implications. 

Research at four-year colleges has consistently found that student-faculty interaction is integral 

to student development, involvement, persistence, and achievement (Astin 1993, Pascarella 

1980, Pascarella & Terenzini 1977, Tinto 1975, Volkwein & Carlione 1991). Tinto (1975) 

explained that involvement and integration increases the likelihood of persistence. The classroom 

is the centerpiece to promote persistence (Tinto 1997). Although formal interactions in the 

classroom are important, informal interactions are even more powerful. Pascarella (1980) 

distinguished between formal and informal student-faculty interactions, finding that informal 

interactions have a positive association with educational aspirations, college attitude, and 

persistence. Although Tinto’s theory is widely acknowledged and often built upon, it is also 
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criticized for not incorporating cultural integrity (Tierney 1992, 1999). It is this criticism that 

must be considered when applying the findings from these studies to the community college.  

The Unique Community College Students and Faculty 

Organizational culture in higher education varies across institutions and shapes 

interactions and individuals within those institutions (Tierney 1988). The contradictory nature of 

the community college as an institution was discussed previously. This culture is comprised of 

unique student and faculty populations whose interactions are different than those in the four-

year institutions, where most of the studies on student-faculty interaction have been conducted.  

Beginning with the students, there are stark differences between the community college student 

and the typical four-year college student. Community colleges often serve populations that 

otherwise would not have access to higher education. The student population is often defined as 

bifurcated, either “traditional,” recent high school graduates that attend full-time, or “non-

traditional,” an umbrella term that includes overlapping categories such as dislocated workers, 

re-entry women, recent immigrants, single parents, low-income racial minorities, or workers 

expanding their expertise (Herideen 1998). The majority of community college students are 

“non-traditional,” comprised of 56% women, 80% working at least part-time, 37% first-

generation college students, and 37% over age 24 (Cain 1999, DiMaria 2006, Levinson 2005). 

African American and Hispanic populations, as well as low-income individuals, are 

disproportionately represented in the community college, compared to other sectors of higher 

education (NCES 2006). Due to the fact that many students are non-traditional, there are several 

personal barriers to persistence, including few family supports, lack of time, economic need, fear 

of failure, and lives in constant flux (Herideen 1998, Matus-Grossman & Gooden 2001). An 

additional obstacle is that community college students often perceive their education as less 



 40

valued by society in general (Caporrimo 2008). Because of these social-psychological and 

background factors, community college students often have ambiguous aspirations, which makes 

them more vulnerable to influences, either institutional or individual, on their ambitions 

(Romano 2004).  

 Community college faculty members also vary, in terms of educational background, 

teaching experience, quality, involvement with students, and perception of their role. Like 

community college students, the faculty is a diverse group, comprised of full-time academic, 

adjunct, and vocational members. Community college faculty members are more likely than 

those in other sectors of higher education to be non-tenured, part-time, have a large teaching 

load, and lack a terminal degree in their discipline (Levinson 2005). With the funding challenge, 

many community colleges have turned to part-time labor, employing 64% of all part-time faculty 

members (Levin 2004). According to a recent cost-benefit calculation on the effect of 

substituting different kinds of labor in higher education, students of adjuncts do not perform 

worse than students of full-time faculty members in subsequent classes (Bettinger & Long 2006). 

However, faculty members’ impact on aspiration is mixed. Faculty members with low 

expectations for students contribute to the cooling out process (Dougherty 1992). Although 

generally satisfied with their careers, community college faculty members are ambiguous about 

their role in the higher education community and many are not involved in advisement (Brewer 

2000, Evelyn 1989). Like community college students, the faculty is diverse, holds different 

expectations for students, and influences aspiration in various ways.  

Student-Faculty Interactions at Community Colleges 

Since the community college culture, students, and faculty differ from four-year colleges, 

student-faculty interaction and its contributions to aspiration must be considered in the unique 
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context of the community college. There is substantially less literature available that addresses 

student-faculty interactions specifically in the community college, although there is a recent 

trend to examine these contextual differences. 

In examining student persistence, it is often assumed that Tinto’s integration framework 

is not applicable since community college students are unlikely to integrate in the institution. A 

recent study conducted by Karp, Hughes & O’Gara (2008) questioned this assumption. They 

found that students do integrate, but differently than students at residential four-year institutions. 

Academic and social integration occur simultaneously and through the same activities, as 

opposed to separate academic and social activities in four-year colleges. “Information networks,” 

or social ties that facilitate the transfer of institutional knowledge and procedures, begin in the 

classroom and foster student integration and ultimately persistence. Maxwell (2000) agreed that 

social life in community colleges consists of small diverse networks, often beginning in the 

classroom. 

Strauss & Volkwein (2004) also supported Tinto’s integration model, as applied to 

community colleges. This study recognized the differences between two and four-year colleges 

in terms of student commitment and institutional commitment, or “a student’s overall 

satisfaction, sense of belonging, impression of educational quality, and willingness to attend the 

institution again.” Although they recognized other influences on student outcome, such as pre-

college characteristics, this study focused on institutional influences on student outcomes, 

including student-institution fit, campus climate, and organizational characteristics. When 

comparing two and four-year institutions, institutional mission makes a small difference in 

predicting student outcomes, supporting the notion that the macro level influences student 

outcomes. However, the strongest influence on institutional commitment, and therefore 
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persistence, did not come from institutional characteristics, but from student-level variables. 

These strongest of these variables are not background issues, but subsequent campus experiences 

that result in integration, institutional commitment, and persistence. “The collective balance of 

student academic and social experiences exert heavy influence on their commitment to the 

institution, and these experiences are almost five times more important than all other student and 

organizational variables” (Strauss & Volkwein 2004). This is good news for community colleges 

since the organizational variables, including contradictory mission and institutional confusion, 

cool out student aspiration. The “collective balance of student academic and social experiences” 

originates on the micro level, in the classroom, which hold potential to heat up, despite the 

organizational characteristics.    

Since the classroom is the main point of both academic and social integration within the 

community college, as opposed to student activities, clubs, or informal activities, it must be 

considered the starting point when examining student-faculty interactions in community colleges 

(Hagedorn, Maxwell, Rodriguez, Hocevar & Fillpot 2000). In regard to in-class interactions, a 

recent study (Barnett 2007) found that faculty validation, in which students are known and 

valued, good instruction is provided, diversity is appreciated, and mentoring occurs, predicts 

student integration and intent to persist. The effect of faculty validation upon intent to persist is 

indirect, mediated through the student’s sense of integration (Barnett 2007). In-class interactions 

between students and faculty, which are usually the first, and sometimes only, opportunity for 

students to integrate within the college, are crucial in community colleges.   

Successful and meaningful in-class interactions are the foundation of out-of-class 

interactions. The minimal research on out-of-class interactions, most of which was conducted in 

four-year institutions, is mixed on what the predicting factors are. Traditionally, out-of-class 
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interactions have been predicted by variables such as student self-esteem, perception of the 

environment, and involvement in college life (Shaw & Creamer 1984). While positive 

perceptions of self and the college are relevant, the student’s background is not the only factor. 

Conflict-based research has found that student-faculty interactions and peer interactions both 

within and outside of the classroom perpetuate social inequalities and inhibit some students’ 

learning (Hirschy & Wilson 2002).  Jaasma & Koper’s study (1999) positively correlated student 

motivation to frequent and meaningful out-of-class communication, as other studies have. 

However, this study also linked faculty behaviors that “promote closeness, trust, and 

equality…to the likelihood of student-faculty out-of-class interaction and to satisfaction with [the 

interactions]” (Jaasma & Koper 1999). It seems that taking communication beyond the 

classroom to include meaningful out-of-class and informal interactions is a step shared by both 

students and faculty.  

So how exactly do faculty and students move from in-class interactions to making 

meaningful out-of-class interactions? The research available to answer this question was 

conducted in four-year institutions but has some useful implications for community colleges. 

O’Neill et. al. (1988) defined “turning point events,” or events perceived by students as creating 

a change, either positively or negatively, in their relationship with the professor. The study 

outlined a typology of eight mutually exclusive “turning point” categories, which occur in one of 

three different contexts: moments of academic evaluation, changes in classroom communication 

climate, or dyadic interactions between students and teacher (O’Neill et. al 1988). It is important 

to note that all of these “turning point events” are likely to occur in class, lending to support to 

the notion that it all begins in the classroom.   
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Others feel that is not an event, but a faculty approach that infiltrates every aspect of their 

interactions with students and leads to meaningful out-of-class communication. Snow (1973) 

examined the difference between high-contact professors, who have a high level of interaction 

with students and low-contact professors. The difference is not one of style, but of approach. The 

high-contact instructors, who go beyond teaching issues to include discussing career planning 

and personal issues with students, use an interactionist approach, while the low-contact 

professors utilize a perfunctory, professional approach. The interactionist approach is more 

holistic and “takes seriously the student’s emotional as well as cognitive growth” (Snow 1973). 

Other studies recognize the importance of a personal, caring approach. Anderson & Carta-Falsa 

(2002) identified three themes of successful student-faculty relationships: a nurturing, non-

threatening environment, open exchange of information, and developing networks. Applying the 

findings in a community college context is useful since the students have many needs beyond 

their academics. The interactionist and nurturing approaches may be the way to reach students 

struggling with various academic and personal issues. The literature in four-year institutions 

alludes to the connection between in-class interactions and out-of-class interactions being 

mediated by either a turning point event or an approach, but it is still vague and not directly 

applicable to the unique community college situation. It is this void I hope to address.    

It is clear that faculty and peer contact, both in class and out of class, is integral to 

success, persistence and engagement. However, low levels of involvement with both peers and 

faculty are generally reported in community colleges (CCSSE 2005, Evelyn 2004, Hagedorn et. 

al 2000, Maxwell 2000). This disconnect is even more pronounced for racial minorities, who are 

more likely to attend community college (Chang 2005). A recent survey found that 57% of 

community college students never discussed grades with their instructor, 33% never discussed 
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career plans with an advisor or instructor, and 48% never engaged in out-of-class discussions 

with faculty (CCSSE 2005). Although student-faculty interaction is still positively associated 

with student success, persistence, engagement, and development, it occurs much less frequently 

at community colleges than in other sectors of higher education.  

Despite low levels of student-faculty interaction, this relationship, which is one of the 

few connections that community college students will establish, has the potential to influence 

aspiration in a positive way, to heat up student ambitions. Tatum, Hayward & Monzon (2006) 

found that of all the influences at the community college, faculty contact plays the most vital role 

in a students’ plan to transfer. Students find advisement systems cumbersome prefer to rely on 

trusted professors for course advice (CCRC 2008). The impact of an instructor’s relationship to 

transfer depends on the instructor’s background, involvement with the transfer process, and 

knowledge of transfer. Volkwein, King & Terenzini (1986) found that the student-faculty 

relationship is also instrumental in the development of intellectual skills for transfer students. A 

qualitative study on community college faculty behaviors impacting transfer success found that 

the faculty reacts to the tensions between academic quality and open access, which are inherent 

in the community college’s mission, in ways that emphasize one over the other (Elliott 1989). 

The way in which each instructor approaches the institutional mission defines his or her role in 

contributing to student aspiration. For example, full-time faculty in professional vocational 

programs that tend to do their own departmental advising and know about departmental transfer 

agreements with four-year institutions will enhance the potential for transfer. It seems that the 

faculty influence on student aspiration is largely dependent on the individual instructor or 

academic department, which presents wide variations within a single institution. 
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There has been little examination of student-faculty interactions at community colleges, 

how exactly in-class interactions progress into meaningful out-of-class interactions, the role of 

the academic program, and the influences on aspiration for students other than those in the 

transfer track. By neglecting to study the vocational or community education tracks, their 

potential to heat up is not recognized, or built upon, by willing faculty, departments, or the 

institution. If the community college is truly an open access institution, it recognizes the potential 

of all of its students for success, transfer, and social mobility. This study recognizes the 

community college’s limiting institutional barriers that contribute to cooling out and impact 

student-faculty interactions, but searches for the micro-level possibilities that contribute to 

heating up student aspiration. 

Part II. Theoretical Framework 

 Since their beginnings as extensions of high school, through tremendous growth and 

expansion in post World War II years, the community college was accepted as a democratic 

institution that allowed populations that otherwise would not attend college the opportunity for 

higher education. This democratic ideal was widely held until the early 1960s, when Burton 

Clark’s case study of the “cooling out” phenomenon sparked a debate among higher education 

scholars that lasted throughout the 1970s, 1980s, and is currently being revisited. In his case 

study of San Jose Junior College, Clark utilized a functional perspective to identify the ways in 

which the community college “cooled out,” or managed student ambition. Scholars from the 

conflict tradition and micro-sociologists challenged the “cooling out” theory, which resulted in 

various theoretical frameworks to understand how the community college as an institution and 

those within it influence student aspiration. These multiple theoretical perspectives will be 
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examined to situate this study within the debate surrounding the community college’s impact on 

student aspiration and the possibilities that student-faculty interactions present. 

Cooling Out and Functional Alternatives 

In “The Open Door College: A Case Study,” Burton Clark’s study of San Jose Junior 

College in the late 1950s provided an institutional view of what the college was like in its 

infancy. Clark stated that the junior college, which was later renamed the community college, 

has “an ambiguous status in the American education system…a hybrid with college and public 

school characteristics” (Clark 1960). He indicated that the junior college has “contradictory 

expectations,” as it is an “open door,” yet also must sort students in a limited job market. Clark 

found that junior college students had lower academic abilities, came from lower socioeconomic 

status, and had a high rate of turnover, with only 1/3 of the students actually transferring to a 

four-year college. He described the majority of the students at the junior college as “latent 

terminals,” those who do not graduate or transfer, but persist in their aspirations due to a 

“disparity between [their] desire and capability” (Clark 1960). To handle the numbers of students 

coming through the open door, the junior college must “cool out” student aspiration in ways such 

as counseling, realistic deterrence, placement testing, probation, curriculum structure, and 

general institutional confusion. Essentially, “the open door of college leads to a funnel” (Clark 

1960). This mechanism supports the American myth of achievement through education and 

provides alternatives for those that cannot attend the four-year university. The role of the 

administration and faculty of the junior college, which was generally disorganized and represents 

a “structural drift,” compounds the “latent terminal” problem. Because the junior college is a 

“mass college,” it lends itself to manipulation from an amorphous clientele base. Clark 

recommends that the junior college build a distinct image as an autonomous institution and 
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balance its roles in preparing students for jobs while maintaining academic integrity. Clark 

revisited the cooling out issue in 1980, exploring six possible alternatives and concluded that 

cooling out, although it is a “structured failure,” is the “least objectionable way for a democratic 

society to allocate opportunity” (Kantor & Lowe 1992).  

Clark’s explanation of cooling out student aspiration is best supported by Robert 

Merton’s theory of functional alternatives. Clark and Merton share a macro view of social 

structures and roles, specifically the functional prerequisite of a society needing to allocate 

opportunity. Both share the functionalist perspective that society is made up of a system of 

interrelated parts, in this case, the junior college, four-year colleges, the job market, and the 

economy. The junior college is a functional alternative for students that want to fulfill the social 

expectation for higher education but cannot do so at a four-year college because of their 

academic abilities, economic status, or social situation. It also serves as a functional alternative 

for students that do not want to enter the job market right away by delaying employment for 

education. The junior college serves to sort students into the labor market, but in a way that 

would not be perceived as personal failure. The cooling out process reorients those students into 

a “more realistic” field or job, often resulting in a move to the vocational track. The social norm 

and shared value that higher education is the means to success is preserved and the system 

maintains equilibrium. In Merton’s view, cooling out is the latent function of junior colleges, 

which is masked by its manifest function, to be an “open door” to higher education.  

Both Clark and Merton disagree with traditional functionalists that all institutions are 

inherently functional for society. Merton’s theory of dysfunctions clarifies many of the issues 

that Clark identifies in his study, the “consequences which lessen the adaptation or adjustment of 

the system” and that these consequences vary by population, presenting the question, “Functional 
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for whom?” (Wallace & Wolf 1999). The practice of cooling out generally benefits the junior 

college by keeping a constant flow of students, the universities by weeding out lower-level 

students, and the economy by training people for lower-level vocational jobs. However, the 

dysfunction lies with the individual student who has high aspirations for a baccalaureate degree. 

The differing benefit for this group is that their ambition is managed, through cooling out 

practices, to meet the needs of the larger interrelated system. These students, as well as those 

who graduate with an associate degree, often experience the dysfunction, since many two-year 

degrees do not lead to a living wage job in our post-industrial economy. Although there are some 

associate degree programs that are professionalized and pay off quite well, such as nursing and 

automotive technology, many students are weeded out before completing the degree. Another 

dysfunction that Clark recognizes is that of institutional disorganization and division among 

faculty and personnel, similar to Merton’s awareness of the “dark underside of bureaucracy” 

(Wallace & Wolf 1999). Even though his theory of dysfunction approaches conflict theory, 

Merton and Clark share functionalist views since the junior college has a “net balance of 

functional consequences” for society (Wallace & Wolf 1999).  

Although Clark’s study was conducted over fifty years ago, it remains a salient point of 

debate among community college scholars, some of whom support his Mertonian argument. 

More recently, Deil-Amen & Rosenbaum (2002) found that the community college’s 

increasingly indirect and softer remediation practices are not giving students a realistic sense of 

their chances for success, resulting in longer student stays and unrealistic expectations of a 

baccalaureate degree. Merton would say that indirect remediation has the latent function to retain 

students at the community college for longer periods of time, as students do not realize their 

limitations. Evelyn (2004) connects cooling out and student engagement, finding that community 
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colleges effectively fail to foster student engagement, resulting in diminished student aspirations. 

Even though student aspirations are cooled out, the manifest function of the community college 

is maintained through the shared social value of meritocracy and achievement-based ideals. The 

“achieve anywhere” belief strengthens the position of the community college as a viable 

functional alternative en route to the baccalaureate degree. However, according to recent NCES 

statistics, the community college does cool out student ambition, with only 51% of the transfer-

track students actually doing so (NCES 2006).  

Traditional functionalism, specifically human capital theory, also defines cooling out as 

having net benefits for society. Human capital theory interprets the process of acquiring skills 

and knowledge through education as a productive investment (Schultz 1961). Since education 

and socioeconomic returns are linked, everyone should have the opportunity to compete in this 

meritocratic system (Monk-Turner 1998). Community colleges espouse these values of open 

access and the right to compete in the market of education (Laanan, Hardy & Katsinas 2006). 

The transfer and vocational functions embody this theoretical ideology, since community 

colleges market investment in education as linked to economic rewards. Functionalism 

characterizes community colleges as institutions that offer benefits to society, in addition to their 

students. Robison and Christophersen (2003) recognize the socioeconomic benefits that 

community colleges offer through avoided costs, such as reduced welfare and unemployment, 

improved health, and reduced crime. Advocates of functionalism also recognize that community 

colleges serve the needs of society by providing college opportunity to populations that 

otherwise would not have access to college, training middle level workers through vocational 

programs, and preserving the academic excellence of universities (Dougherty 1994). High 

attrition rates, which are common in community colleges, are functional for the existing social 
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order of a stratified economy and society. Since society has conflicting needs to offer educational 

access and maintain the stratified educational and occupational structures, community colleges, 

as multi-function institutions, meet these contradicting needs. The functionalist perspective 

employed by Clark and more recent theorists frames the community college as a functional 

alternative for students that otherwise would not have access to higher education, but at the same 

time, has the latent function of cooling out student ambition.  

The Conflict Critique 

Even though Clark is a more liberal functionalist, he values consensus, structure, and the 

interdependence of the systems of higher education, the economy, and society. The main 

theoretical critique of Clark’s study is rooted in the conflict tradition. Conflict theorists agree that 

cooling out happens, but not as a functional alternative. They postulate that cooling out is used as 

a weapon to maintain the stratified system of higher education, jobs, and society. Many scholars 

who dispute Clark’s study disagree that societal values trump student interests. The conflict 

theorists view cooling out as a means of social control used to maintain the status quo in the 

current power structure, defining the community college as a social invention to support an elitist 

society.  

Critical Conflict Theory: Pierre Bourdieu 

Among the critical conflict theorists, Pierre Bourdieu’s theories of cultural capital and 

social reproduction lend the most explanatory power to the critique of Clark’s study. Bourdieu 

recognizes that institutions of higher education are instrumental in understanding “the structural 

dynamics of class relations, which is an often neglected aspect of the sociology of power” 

(Bourdieu reprinted 2000). Straying from the critical conflict and Marxist assumption that 

society can be analyzed simply through economic terms, he stresses the role of educational and 
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cultural factors. His theory frames education as a field, or system of social positions, structured 

internally in terms of power relations. Bourdieu defines capital as taking “time to accumulate and 

which, as a potential capacity to produce profits and to reproduce itself…contains a tendency to 

persist in its being” (Bourdieu 1983).  

Bourdieu identifies three forms of capital: economic, which is convertible into the form 

of money and institutionalized through property rights; cultural, which may be convertible into 

economic capital or institutionalized into the form of educational qualifications; and social, 

which is made up of social connections and institutionalized in the form of a noble title 

(Bourdieu 1983). In the academic field, people use these various forms of capital to operate 

within power relationships. Students without substantial capital in any of these three areas often 

resort to less prestigious institutions, like public community colleges. Stressing the role of 

cultural capital, Bourdieu would argue that community college students, the majority of whom 

are from a lower socioeconomic status, are minority, and are female, lack this type of capital, 

specifically recognizing qualitative differences in the various institutions of higher education. 

These students are most susceptible to cooling out (Herideen 1998). In a recent application of 

Bourdieu’s theory, Wells (2008) found that social and cultural capital have a positive correlation 

with student persistence, but matter less in community colleges as opposed to four-year colleges. 

This finding implies a combination of social and cultural capital, as well as institutional factors, 

influencing the levels of persistence at community colleges. 

Bourdieu’s concept of habitus is fundamental to understanding how higher education 

reproduces social structures. In its embodied state, cultural capital “converts external wealth into 

an integral part of the person, into a habitus, [which] cannot be transmitted instantaneously” 

(Bourdieu 1983). Bourdieu argues that habitus, a specific set of cultured behaviors learned from 



 53

the home, is the key to reproduction because it generates repeated, regular practices that 

constitute social life. These behaviors are taken for granted and link behavior to the class 

structure. Habitus, is the “whole set of factors which make pupils feel and seem to be ‘at home’ 

or ‘out of place’ in school” (Bourdieu & Passeron 1979).  Institutions of higher education, 

especially elite universities, embody and reward upper and middle class values; it is the habitus 

of these institutions. Privileged students have attitudes and cultural knowledge that the “formal 

equality” of achievement tests measure, which is the means of placing them in elite academic 

universities. Rewarding these values in schools leads to academic success for the privileged, 

which determines placement in the higher education and occupational hierarchies. Students 

without this background may feel uncomfortable with the habitus of the university, opting for a 

“more realistic” institution, like the public community college, which is lower on the hierarchy 

of higher education and prepares students for a similar position in the occupational hierarchy. 

The academic qualification, an institutionalized form of cultural capital, is a “certificate of 

cultural competence” and produces a form of cultural capital that has relative autonomy 

(Bourdieu 1983).  

This systematic rewarding of the upper class habitus ensures social reproduction that 

favors the privileged. Cultural capital is a disguised form of economic capital in which the 

“profits in one area are necessarily paid for by costs in another,” namely by lower class students.  

Bourdieu and Passeron’s findings (1979) indicate that entrance into the university, choice of 

discipline, scholastic advancement, student life, extracurricular activities, and attitudes toward 

education are all determined by social origin. “For the most disadvantaged classes, [the school 

system] is purely and simply a matter of elimination” (Bourdieu & Passeron 1979). Cooling out, 

then, could be defined as an institutionalized form of elimination. Students that have survived 
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“elimination,” or those that have the potential to heat up, have initial disadvantages that “evolve 

into an educational handicap, through relay mechanisms such as early, often ill-formed 

decisions, forced choices, or lost time” (Bourdieu & Passeron 1979). Often times, community 

college students that heat up their aspirations do face a much longer path to a baccalaureate 

degree because of their background. Consistent with the entire educational system, the 

community college is another institution that filters out students by their social advantages and 

disadvantages, a cumulative process that reproduces the social structure and results in the 

intergenerational transmission of privileges and power. 

This entire process of educational and social reproduction is concealed “beneath the cloak 

of a perfectly democratic method of selection, which takes into account only merit and talent” 

(Bourdieu reprinted 2000). Cultural capital allows a student to succeed and gain access to more 

prestigious institutions under the guise of meritocracy. The educational system is an “instrument 

of reproduction capable of disguising its own function” (Bourdieu & Passeron 1979). Through 

this system, the elite keep the monopoly of the most prestigious educational establishments by 

reinforcing meritocratic practices. Meanwhile, students from lower socioeconomic groups lack 

cultural capital, specifically knowing which type of higher education is valuable. These students 

may believe that college is college without recognizing the qualitative distinctions between the 

various institutions. These students are most susceptible to having their aspirations diverted or 

choosing lower-level options, such as community colleges. Cultural capital is translated into 

advantages in educational terms by positioning students based on class into the corresponding 

level of the higher education hierarchy. This process reproduces the classes in legitimate and 

apparently fair way, which is consistent with theories of human capital (Schultz 1961) and 

contest mobility through meritocracy (Turner 1960). Elites and those in power ensure that 
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privileges will be passed on to the next generation by keeping low-income students at less 

prestigious institutions, thereby maintaining the relative scarcity of their own qualifications and 

position in the class structure. This phenomenon has been noted by scholars that recognize that 

the bachelor’s degree is increasingly becoming a “hereditary privilege” (Bracey 2005). This 

“clandestine circulation of capital in the form of cultural capital” has become determinant in the 

reproduction of the social structure” (Bourdieu 1983). The school system, including community 

colleges, ensures social reproduction and the perpetuation of privilege by “[employing] all 

appearances of legitimacy in its work of legitimating privileges,” a process that ensures the 

elimination of the lower class in elite institutions of higher education. 

The inequalities that do exist are therefore viewed as arising from individual gifts. The 

success of the upper class is the perceived as the “confirmation of natural, personal gifts” while 

the failures of the lower class are perceived as the confirmation of personal shortcomings. These 

ideologies are reinforced through the daily practices of passive students and faculty with 

homogeneous expectations. Students and teachers are “products of the system and express the 

logic of the system” (Bourdieu & Passeron 1979). Since the educational industry tends to churn 

out a “homogeneous batch of consumers,” those that do not espouse the values of the educational 

system are eliminated. However, Bourdieu recognizes that many of these students do not believe 

in the educational system because their present is “dominated by an image of a future which 

belies or questions it” (Bourdieu & Passeron 1979). Certainly, these students are the most likely 

to cool out, as they recognize the reality that a community college degree may not pay out 

economically.  

Despite the economic realities, the rapid growth of higher education and the inflation of 

academic qualifications persist. Many students continue to play into the meritocratic game and 
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earn an educational credential. Students that persist or even heat up their aspirations are still 

affected by social status. Not only does a degree have value, but the value of the diploma 

depends on the economic and social values of the person that possesses it (Bourdieu reprinted 

2000). In other words, some groups may attain a degree, but not have the social capital to extract 

full yield from it, as those with social or economic capital may. Since the value of the diploma 

depends on the holder, education means different things for different classes. This premise is 

certainly true in the current stratified system of higher education in which degree-holders are 

rewarded differently in terms of job placement, income, and prestige. In this case, a degree from 

community college has less value, both economically and socially, thereby reproducing class 

disadvantages.  

Analytic Conflict Theory: Randall Collins 

Analytic conflict theorists object to Clark’s functionalist argument as well. Randall 

Collins assumes that higher education is pursued and limited, but students have interests and do 

not like orders. In the struggle for scarce resources, in this case a baccalaureate degree and 

related jobs, the community college has to redirect student ambition in a subtle way so that the 

“balance of resources” can be maintained. Collins, like Bourdieu, Bowles & Gintis (1976), 

Wilson & Portes (1975), and Blossfield & Shavit (1993), agrees that structural factors, such as a 

student’s academic background and socioeconomic status, determine their level and quality of 

educational and status attainment. The student that is from a lower class, poor academic 

background, and lacks cultural capital will invariably attend community college. These theories 

are supported by recent statistics indicating that community college students are 

disproportionately minority, female, and low-income (Levinson 2005, NCES 2006). Collins 
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would argue that these populations are stratified in the community college, which mirrors the 

stratified structure of society.  

Collins, like Bourdieu, originates from a conflict tradition and theorizes about power, 

class, and higher education. He draws from Marx and Weber, assuming the basic elements of 

conflict theory, but also includes some functionalism, specifically by incorporating Durkheim’s 

concept of social integration into a conflict approach. He also includes the ideas of some micro 

theorists to examine how social experiences affect people’s outlooks and the nature of social 

behavior, conflict, and change. Collins studied stratification extensively, especially in relation to 

education and occupations, which can be applied to the community college debate. Collins’ 

theory assumes that goods, wealth, prestige, and power are pursued and people have interests. 

People have various types of resources, including material, strength and physical attractiveness, 

group membership, and group resources. Stratification occurs in three areas of life: 

class/occupation, status group/community, or political/party (Collins 1971). One’s overall 

position is the sum of these resources. Since education leads to occupational position and 

constitutes a specific cultural group or community, it is particularly powerful in determining 

one’s position in a stratified society. In fact, education is considered a status group since it 

socializes people into the “educational culture” (Collins 1971). 

Collins refers to stratification as the major problem in education. Stratification is 

achieved and maintained through education since qualifications and credentials are used as 

resources in the struggle for power, wealth, and prestige. In the struggle for advantage, parents 

seek to secure the positions of their children. Collins recognizes the growth of the “credential 

system,” which sets up entry requirements for jobs to limit competition and creates exclusive 

occupational cultures for doing a job, known as professions (Collins 1979). The increase in 
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credentials can be attributed to increasing demand since education is associated with higher 

economic and social status, as well as political decentralization and technological changes that 

now require training (Collins 1971). People recognize education as means to social mobility and 

acquire more, employers raise entry requirements, and in turn, people seek more education to get 

ahead. The community college has been instrumental in creating this inflated credential system, 

since it has assumed academic, as well as vocational, training. 

Those in power try to maintain the status quo and ensure their position on the social 

hierarchy through this system. The “myth of technocracy” defines educational level as the most 

important predictor of occupational success, which shifts educational levels, job skill levels, and 

economic development (Collins 1979). The inflation of the credential system, which now 

requires formal education for vocational jobs, results in more students in higher education. As 

more credentials are required for lower-level jobs, competition increases and further stratifies 

higher education, as students are funneled into other options for education (Davies & Hammack 

2005). However, the community college credential is not as valuable as that of four-year 

universities, so it actually limits competition. As lower-income students recognize the 

importance of education as a means to social mobility and pursue higher education, the 

“minimum standards of respectability” will continue to rise, since those in power want to secure 

their positions. In the struggle for scarce resources, in this case a baccalaureate degree and 

related rewards, some students’ ambitions must be redirected in subtle ways (“cooled out”) so 

that the “balance of resources” can be maintained. Social control is used to maintain the status 

quo in the current power structure, which has created institutions on the lower end of the 

educational hierarchy, such as the community college, as social inventions to support an elitist 

economy and society. Like many other conflict scholars, Collins agrees that structural factors, 
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such as students’ background and socioeconomic status, determine their level and quality of 

education and eventual status attainment, not one’s merit. Collins would argue that these 

populations are stratified in the structure of higher education, which prepares them for a stratified 

society and economy.  

Recent Conflict Theory 

More recently, scholars support the Conflict theoretical perspective to explain the 

community college’s influence on student aspiration. Brint & Karabel (1989), perhaps the most 

critical of the community college’s role in managing student ambition, certainly adopt an 

analytical conflict perspective. They, like Weber, Collins, and the other analytical conflict 

theorists recognize that social stratification occurs along several dimensions and that such 

conflict is inevitable. Brint & Karabel (1989), who, like Clark, use an institutional perspective, 

outline how the community college administration purposely diverted students into vocational 

tracks to “corner an untouched part of the higher education market” and institutionally survive. 

They contend that political and economic elites promoted community colleges to socialize the 

cost of training vocational workers and reproduce class structures, failing to live up to its 

democratic promise. Cooling out is recognized as the mechanism to channel students away from 

four-year universities so that economic and social lines of stratification are preserved.  

Brint & Karabel (1989), and more recently, Labaree (1997) articulate an 

institutional/organizational theory, which recognizes the unique position of the community 

college as an institution that must “finesse the contradicting values in American society” 

(Dougherty 1994). Drawing from organizational theory, the institutional survival and goals of the 

community college must be recognized. Since community colleges cannot compete with elite 

four-year colleges, they are at a competitive disadvantage (Labaree 1997). Community colleges 
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have not succeeded in establishing themselves as an exclusive rung on the educational hierarchy, 

as did high schools, so they have become lower-track versions of college that sought to 

“accommodate the realistic division of labor” through vocational education (Brint & Karabel 

1989). To survive institutionally, community colleges must adapt to market needs, thereby 

adopting many functions over time, evident in their transfer, vocational, and various community 

education programs. Locked into a subordinate position on the hierarchy of higher education, 

community colleges are constantly searching for a new identity, ultimately taking on more 

functions. Because student aspirations may not match these institutional goals, community 

colleges often engage in “the management of ambition” by cooling out student aspiration (Brint 

& Karabel 1989). By becoming an all-purpose community education institution, community 

colleges have been able to survive, despite their subordinate status. 

Relative autonomy theory, the most recent Conflict-based theory, offers another 

explanation of the community college’s role in maintaining the stratified structure at the cost of 

students’ ambitions (Dougherty 1994). Previous theories are defined in terms of impact for 

students: their ambitions being cooled out, resulting in less social and economic reward. Relative 

autonomy theory, on the other hand, recognizes the role of government officials and politicians, 

who act based on the “power of constraint” (Dougherty 1994). Since government officials want 

to be re-elected, their actions suggest that they must subscribe to the values of their constituents. 

Acting in self-interest, these officials will support policy in which their constituents believe. In 

the case of the community college and its conflicting policies, elected officials support the values 

of economic growth and student opportunity. To satisfy both businesses seeking vocational 

workers and students seeking multiple educational opportunities, politicians support community 

colleges and their multiple functions. Dougherty (1994) argues that the push for 
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vocationalization in community colleges is due to officials’ efforts to fuel economic growth to 

gain public support. State officials have viewed vocational education as a means of meeting the 

training needs of the labor market. Since business leaders have a stake in vocational education as 

well, politicians have often favored vocational education because of its support of business and 

the economy. This trend is evident through recent community college legislation, the Perkins 

Act, which provides increased funding for vocational education (Community College Week 

2006). Because students’ aspirations may not match these goals, baccalaureate aspirants are often 

“seduced away from their initial ambitions” (Dougherty 1994).  

On the other hand, state officials have pushed the transfer goal through articulation 

agreements with four-year colleges and the creation of baccalaureate programs over the last 

twenty years, despite higher enrollments in terminal and associate degree programs. These 

agreements are formulated to cope with stagnation of higher education appropriations and meet 

the public demand for an affordable means to higher education (Anderson, Alfonso & Sun 2006). 

These policies reflect the contradictions inherent in the community college’s mission. In this 

case, politicians appear to support the values of opening educational access as well as fueling 

economic growth, which are both positive indicators for incumbent officers. 

Conflict theorists, including the classic theories of Bourdieu and Collins, as well as the 

more modern scholars, recognize that educational systems reflect the stratified structure of 

society. Community colleges, as institutions on the lower end of the educational hierarchy, play a 

role in maintaining class differences. The fundamental contradiction in this system is that the 

myth of meritocracy persists despite structural inequalities and stratification in education and the 

economy. Issues of class difference and power determine one’s position on the hierarchy of 

higher education, which will determine one’s occupation and ultimate social status. The various 
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institutions of higher education, while they vary in quality and level of prestige, constitute 

another social system that reproduces inequalities in order to maintain the status quo.   

Micro-Level Perspectives 

 While functionalists and conflict theorists disagree over the reasons for cooling out, they 

share an institutional macro-level view. Some theorists argue that these macro perspectives are 

overly deterministic in assuming that cooling out is an institutional practice that manipulates 

student ambition. Several micro sociologists, who use an inductive approach to explain social 

phenomenon, argue that the role of cooling out is exaggerated or even non-existent when 

referring to student ambition. In a recent revisitation of cooling out, Romano (2004) found that 

most students in the community college have unclear aspirations already, which skews the 

impact of cooling out. Grubb (1991) agrees that community college students exaggerate their 

aspirations because of social expectations for college. From a within-framework critique, Neil 

Smelser, a neofunctionalist, would argue with Clark that student ambivalence better explains the 

cooling out phenomenon than does institutional practice. Students “hold opposing affective 

orientations” about education and feel “locked in” (Wallace & Wolf 1999). The norms of 

achievement, pressures to attend college, and the realities of the system, limited jobs and 

admissions into four-year colleges, result in ambivalence, susceptibility to cooling out, and 

choosing the “more realistic” vocational track.  

 From outside the macro framework, many studies have found that micro-level student 

concerns, such as personal background, social psychological characteristics, engagement, and 

social stresses have more of an impact on cooling out than do the practices of the college (Cain 

1999, Herideen 1998, Lee & Frank 1990, Rhoads & Valdez 1996). Using a rational choice 

perspective, George Homans explains psychological components as building blocks of the larger 
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social structure. Raymond Boudon’s application of Homans’ game theory would explain cooling 

out as the result of many individual choices to explain large-scale social change. Students 

entering community college, many of whom have vague aspirations, and limiting family, social, 

or financial situations, base their actions on the most effective means to a goal. Since community 

college offers a relatively quick return, only two years for a degree as opposed to four, some 

students feel that it is a better choice to pursue a vocational degree. Hatcher (1998) found that 

student self-selection at critical educational transitions, such as entering college, is affected by 

social class differentiation, which echoes Bourdieu’s cultural reproduction theory and implies the 

combination of micro and macro level factors.  

 Coleman, who was influenced by Merton, also disputes cooling out as in institutional 

phenomenon, citing social capital, “those aspects of social structures that make it easier for 

people to achieve things” (Coleman & Hoffer 1987). A closed social network with shared norms 

and values has a high level of trustworthiness and relates such values and beliefs about education 

to the next generation. Students from a lower socioeconomic status may view higher education 

as a threat to their established social networks and have lower ambitions to begin with. “As a 

result of their backgrounds and past experiences in school, perceived academic knowledge and 

the pursuit of upward mobility are threats to their self-esteem as well as to the beliefs, values, 

and lifestyles of their communities” (Kantor & Lowe 1992). In making choices about college, 

predisposition factors, such as parents, community, and high school experience, are the most 

influential (Fermin & Pope 2003). For many students, cooling out happens before they even 

enter the community college. Community college students with social capital have the capacity 

to engage with faculty, which would result in closer relationships and has the potential to heat 

up, while those lacking such capital would be less likely to seek out faculty interaction. Lee & 
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Burkam (2002) researched the impact of social capital, which can be based on relationships or 

access to information, in addition to structural factors such as class and race. They found that 

stratification begins in childhood and only increases as a child moves through the educational 

system. By examining both the direct and indirect effects of socioeconomic status and race, they 

present the “intertwined complexities of values and structure,” as they relate to social 

stratification. The community college’s practice of cooling out is only one example of the 

inequalities that such students have experienced throughout their educational careers that 

maintain stratification.  

The Intertwined Relationship between Structure and Agency 

 Examining the macro and micro level explanations of cooling out reveals an intertwined 

relationship between the structure of the community college and the agency of those that are a 

part of it in influencing student aspirations. While Clark’s functionalist interpretation of cooling 

out was based on an institutional perspective, a deeper examination of the cooling out concept 

shows that it is actually rooted in symbolic interactionism, which combines micro and macro 

factors. In his analysis, during the early years of the junior college’s existence, Clark borrowed 

the term “cooling out” from Erving Goffman’s theory of “cooling the mark out,” which 

examined aspects of adaptation to failure (Goffman 1952, Rosenbaum 2004). Goffman discussed 

adaptation to loss and failure in the context of a “con game,” a processing encounter in which the 

“mark” is taken into the con, or “swindled,” by gaining his confidence. The mark then invests 

money or effort and loses it through a “mistake” or “accident,” which was planned from the 

beginning. A “cooler” then must handle the discredited mark’s feelings of anger and 

disappointment by “cooling the mark out.”  The cooler has to handle “persons whose 

expectations and self-conceptions have been built up and then shattered” (Goffman 1952). The 
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cooling out process essentially involves facilitating the adaptation to failures in status, role, or 

relationship by offering an alternative lower status or role.  

Goffman then applies this “con game” to service organizations that “tend to view their 

own activity in a light that softens the harsher details of the situation.”  Sometimes organizations, 

especially those patterned after a bureaucratic model, avoid the presence of the mark or convince 

the mark that the loss has not really occurred. Goffman adds the macro implications by 

examining the self in society. While people can claim a role or status, “the limits to his self are 

primarily determined by the objective facts of his social life and secondarily determined by the 

degree to which a sympathetic interpretation of these facts can bend them in his favor” (Goffman 

1952). Social norms persuade the marks to “keep their chins up and make the best of it, a sort of 

social sanitation.” If a person refuses to do this, “institutional machinery [is] put into action,” and 

the cooler withdraws emotionally to avoid feelings of guilt. Goffman’s original theory of cooling 

the mark out recognizes the intertwined relationship between structural institutions, agents of 

those institutions (the coolers), and the people that they serve (the marks), thereby combining 

structure and agency to explain adaptation to failure.  

Goffman’s theory of cooling the mark out lends the most explanatory power in 

examining the relationship between the community college and student aspiration. In this case, 

many community college students are “marks,” since they are vulnerable due to their social 

situations and ambiguous aspirations (Grubb 1991, Romano 2004). Students, like Goffman’s 

marks, are taken in by the lure of a quick return, two years for a degree instead of four, at a lower 

cost of tuition. Their confidence is gained through the “college for all” myth that parents, 

schools, and society perpetuates (Rosenbaum 2004). Once the student/mark is taken in and 

invests money and effort, there is an “accident” or “mistake.” At the community college, these 
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accidents may include poor advisement services, lack of information, general institutional 

confusion, and stigma-free remediation, all of which are related to the under-funding of 

community colleges (Carbone & Winston 2004, Davies & Hammack 2005, Deil-Amen & 

Rosenbaum 2002, Dougherty & Kienzl 2006). The community college avoids the presence of the 

mark through institutional confusion and lack of services and support. Coolers at the community 

college also convince the mark that the loss of college student status has not really occurred 

through stigma-free remediation and perpetuation of the “college for all” myth (Deil-Amen & 

Rosenbaum 2002). Students may get angry or frustrated with these attempts to cool them out. 

The coolers, in this case, high school teachers and counselors, community college faculty 

members, advisors, administrators, and everyone that contributes to this con, “build up and 

shatter” students’ expectations and self-conceptions, often withdrawing emotionally to avoid 

guilt. To adapt to their “failures” in the college student role, some students drop out or pursue a 

vocational degree, alternatives that offer a lower status or role. The institution of the community 

college and its agents “view their own activity in a light that softens the harsher details of the 

situation” by perpetuating the myth that they provide open access to higher education. For many 

community college students, limits are in fact “primarily determined by the objective facts of 

[their] social lives,” such as their socioeconomic status, level of high school preparation, or lack 

of social or cultural capital. In the end, students are expected to “keep their chins up and make 

the best of it,” which only perpetuates the entire “con.”  

This theory can apply to community college faculty as well. In this case, the community 

college faculty members are both coolers for the students, yet can be marks themselves, taken in 

by the prospect of teaching in a democratic and open access institution (Cain 1999). Although 

most community college faculty are satisfied with their jobs and the college’s mission, there is 
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disagreement over what that mission is (Brewer 2000). Unsatisfied and frustrated faculty become 

marks themselves. Their coolers, the community college administration, may avoid their 

presence by engaging in top-down hierarchical administration. The “accidents” and “mistakes” 

that these faculty members experience are general institutional confusion and distractions of 

higher workloads (Brewer & Gray 1999, Elliot 1989). These faculty members have high 

expectations of teaching in an institution of higher education that is dedicated to open access and 

democratic ideals, only to have such expectations shattered. Like the cooled out students, the 

faculty marks may leave, exiting their role, or “keep their chins up” by making the best of their 

situations in a contradictory institution. Faculty members are often blamed for cooling out 

student aspiration (Brint & Karabel 1989, Dougherty 1994). Yet, Goffman’s theory reveals that 

the coolers are in fact being cooled out by administration and larger social structures of 

inequality.  

While Clark applied Goffman’s theory to his Mertonian argument that focused on the 

institution, the essence of cooling out is better understood with the original, entire theory, which 

includes both micro and macro factors, demonstrating the complex relationship between 

structure and agency. Although Goffman’s theory addresses both macro and micro level factors, 

there is disagreement over whether or not this cooling out process is intentional. Conflict 

theorists argue that it is an intentional practice, which maintains the positions of those in power 

by keeping students from lower socioeconomic groups from advancing their ambitions, 

education, and status. On the other hand, cooling out has also been described as the culmination 

of “unintentional consequences” of institutional decisions, which are shaped by larger social 

inequalities beyond the control of the institution (Deil-Amen & Rosenbaum 2002). The debate 
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over intentionality depends on theoretical framework, but regardless, cooling out exists and it has 

negative consequences for students.   

Possibilities: “Heating Up” Student Ambition 

 With a deeper understanding of the cooling out concept, the relationship between the 

community college and student ambition is not as deterministic as Clark and many other macro 

sociologists portray it to be. While the community college structure presents a major limitation 

since it is stratified and favors cooling out, as Clark found, Goffman’s theory demonstrates that 

the agency of those within the structure (the coolers and the marks) present the possibility for 

“participation in alternate ways” (Goffman 1952). After all, individual actors define the structure 

of which they are a part through their actions (Willis 1981). This possibility of alternate action, 

as it relates to student aspiration, is referenced in community college literature as “heating up.”  

While not nearly as extensive as the literature on cooling out, there is some mention of 

the opposite effect, the fact that community colleges can potentially “heat up” student aspiration 

(Herideen 1998, Kantor & Lowe 1992, O’Banion 1977, Romano 2004). Heating up does not 

have its roots in sociological theory like cooling out does. In fact, the term appeared in the 

literature as a reactionary term to contradict the general consensus that cooling out invariably 

occurs in the community college, as evidenced by recent findings that community college 

students may increase their aspirations. Heating up theorists point out that cooling out is not the 

only way that community colleges influence student aspiration. While these students are not the 

majority, they present an antithesis to cooling out and possibilities of heating up.  

Examining heating up from a theoretical perspective begs the question: How is it that 

students from “disadvantaged” backgrounds who attend an institution inadvertently trying to 

cool them out, succeed? Peter Berger’s phenomenological theory of reality construction helps to 
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explain this situation on a micro level. Unlike Goffman’s coolers and marks that rely on social 

scripts, Berger’s theory conceptualizes the actors as capable of improvisation. Students that heat 

up their aspirations cite faculty support as the major reason for increased ambitions (Astin 1999, 

Elliott 1989, Tatum, Hayward & Monzon 2006). This social interaction and encouragement 

constructs a new reality for the student that he or she can succeed, transfer, and graduate. 

Students with ambiguous aspirations enter community college with a taken-for-granted social 

reality that may not necessarily include higher education or a degree as a tenable goal. Through 

externalization, objectivation, and internalization, a dialectical process of secondary socialization 

into higher education occurs. Students interact with professors, other students, and the college 

community and begin to construct the reality that college can have meaning for them. The most 

effective ways to heat up student aspiration include ongoing faculty support, a nurturing 

approach, activities that promote engagement, and internships to connect real world experience 

to the reality of college (Anderson & Carta-Falsa 2002, Astin 1999, Evelyn 2004, O’Banion 

1977). Since student perceptions are influenced by social factors and their experiences, it is 

possible these efforts would result in increased or sustained student aspiration. In these 

exceptions to cooling out, the individual agency of the so-called marks and coolers result in 

different outcomes.  

To fully understand the heating up process, the micro-level interactions that 

phenomenology explains must be considered within the context of the macro structure. Since the 

relationship between student aspiration and the community college involves both structure and 

agency, the theories of Paulo Freire (1970, 1985) addresses individual action within the “limit 

situation” of the community college structure. A limit situation is “an impediment to critical 

thought and transforming action.” In this case, the “transforming action” is moving students who 
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never thought they could be in college to the transformation of being successful college 

graduates. Freire would “problematize” the mission of the community college by pointing out 

that the fact that it is a contradictory institution, both an “open door” and a mechanism of 

stratification that manipulates student aspirations. The community college is an institution that 

exists on the bottom of the higher educational hierarchy and is itself stratified through the 

various tracks, presenting the potential for institutional oppression. Public two-year colleges are 

among the lowest in terms of savings, wealth, and expenditures, while elite four-year universities 

stay richer (Carbone & Winston 2004). The under-funding of community colleges results in the 

lack of supportive student resources and quality faculty that could potentially heat up student 

aspiration. This lack of resources and under-funding is a systematic tool of oppression that 

maintains the status quo.  

This oppressed institution is solidified by the relationships and agency of individuals, 

especially when the “oppressed become the oppressors” (Freire 1970). Community colleges rely 

on a majority of part-time faculty members, who have other work obligations, are paid less, and 

are less involved in institutional atmosphere (Levin 2006). Even the full-time faculty members 

are often overworked, with nearly half reporting excessive workloads (Brewer & Grey 1999). 

Yet, community college professors receive much lower salaries than their four-year counterparts 

(Davies & Hammack 2005). While oppressed in a different way, professors then become 

oppressors to their students, which often results in “banking education.” Students lose interest, 

become disengaged, and decrease their aspirations. Since many community college students are 

disproportionately female, minority, and low-income (Levinson 2005), they are oppressed both 

by society and the community college.  
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The limitations of the macro structure are exacerbated by the neo-liberal political 

atmosphere that is shaping educational policy today (Apple 1997, 2001). Educational policy, 

such as increasing vocational funds for community colleges and the demand for accountability 

measures, is a transformation that increases inequalities in the already stratified system of higher 

education. The acceptance of “winners and losers” in the system leaves many cooled out 

community college students as “losers.” In a globalized economy, this powerful discourse and 

the role of race, class, and gender must be critically examined. Apple refers to both Freire’s and 

Bourdieu’s emphasis on “critical dialogue,” but also recognizes that “the mere fact that people 

recognize the connections between education and differential power does not guarantee that 

action on such knowledge inevitably leads to progressive transformations” (Apple 2001). Every 

change in educational policy is political. Apple recognizes that “the state shifts the blame for the 

very evident inequalities in access and outcome it has promised to reduce, from itself onto 

individual schools, parents, and children” (Apple 2001). In analyzing the macro system that 

fosters cooling out, Apple’s theories remind us of the powerful role of politics and contradictory 

functions, which will influence any educational policy change.     

Although the systematic oppression of the community college, its faculty, and its students 

exists and is complicated by political forces, Freire’s theory offers hope, starting with dialogue 

between individuals. Freire reminds us that it is “not the limit situation in and of themselves 

which create a climate of hopelessness, but rather how they are perceived,” which presents some 

hope that individuals can change the hopeless perceptions of some students.  Student-faculty 

interaction has been identified as the major conduit to student persistence (Elliott 1989, Karp, 

Mucher & O’Gara 2008, Tatum, Hayward & Monzon 2006). It has been documented that 

professors with low expectations for their students contribute to the cooling out process 
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(Dougherty 1994). Is it possible that higher expectations are linked to heating up? The minimal 

literature on heating up, which Freire may view as perpetuation of the “culture of silence,” seems 

to indicate that student-faculty interaction is the starting point to realize the potential of 

increasing student ambitions. Perhaps beginning the dialogue and recognizing this potential are 

the first steps towards change. Although housed within the limit situation of the community 

college structure, the agency of individual professors and students can begin this dialogue and 

exploration of situations of “untested feasibility.”   

Although Freire’s theory is useful since it offers hope and links the institutional 

limitations to individual possibilities through dialogue, it does not adequately explain the 

outcome of heating up. Heating up, like cooling out, is a process of influencing student aspiration 

through individual interaction and agency, yet within the stratified system of the community 

college structure. Most of the literature makes the assumption that student aspiration is measured 

by transfer rates, graduation rates, grades, choice of curricular track, and persistence in college. 

Who is defining these measurements as indications of aspiration or success? An application of 

Patricia Hill Collins’ standpoint theory lends unique explanatory power to this question. 

Standpoint theory “provides a unique angle of vision on self, community, and society” and 

involves the dialectic of oppression and activism (Collins 1999). Since “no standpoint is neutral 

because no individual or group exists unembedded in the world,” the unique perspective of 

community college students, who are embedded in a stratified, limiting structure, must be 

considered. Unlike Freire’s revolutionary, societal process of critical consciousness, liberation, 

and systematic change, Collins relies on self-definition to shape empowerment and identify what 

is liberating for them through deconstruction. For example, using transfer rates as an indication 

of student success has been criticized since there are other non-tangible indicators of success for 
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community college students, including increased self-esteem, family and community respect, and 

personal empowerment (Herideen 1998, Rhoads & Valadez 1996, Townsend 2002). Some first-

generation college students perceive passing a college-level course or being an inspiration to 

their children as success. Although these definitions of success have the potential to be 

misrepresented by politicians unwilling to address low community college transfer and 

graduation rates, it is useful to consider these voices and perceptions of success, which are not 

measured or discussed at length in the literature. Collins may explain this gap as the perpetuation 

of the “controlling image” of community college students as academically challenged, sub-par, 

low-income, and socially disadvantaged, despite their dedication and successes. Collins would 

question the concepts of cooling out and heating up, which are terms used to define a student’s 

decreasing or increasing aspiration. These ambiguous terms are measured by standards defined 

by those with a different standpoint. If one considers the standpoint of community college 

students and faculty members, which a qualitative study would address, aspiration or success 

may be defined differently, which must be considered when examining cooling out and heating 

up.  

Bridging Cooling Out and Heating Up with Organizational Theory 

 The literature and theory on cooling out and heating up thus far has been depicted as 

dichotomous. Cooling out is the effect of macro-level, institutional, unintended negative 

consequences on student aspiration, while heating up is the effect of micro-level, personal, 

meaningful interactions with positive consequences for students’ aspirations. However, these two 

concepts are connected in a meaningful way. An application of organizational theory bridges 

cooling out and heating up and clarifies the theoretical construct of this study.  
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In order to utilize organizational theory as the bridge between the cooling out and heating 

up concepts, we must understand the fundamentals of the theory and how certain concepts relate 

to the established theoretical framework. Blau & Scott (1962) defined a formal organization as 

“a number of men becoming organized in a social unit- an organization-that has been established 

for the explicit purpose of achieving certain goals.” In every formal organization, in this case the 

community college, there arise informal organizations that develop their own practices, values, 

norms, and social relations (Blau & Scott 1962). So, the community college is a formal 

organization, the program is a formal sub-organization, and the classroom is another formal sub-

organization. Then, the informal organizations of student peer groups, faculty peer groups, and 

student-faculty groups exist. This person-in-environment approach is recognized by both social 

science and industry-related organizational theory. Even business and managerial applications of 

organizational theory recognize the importance of “focusing not on man per se, not on 

organization per se, but upon man-in-organization” (Roethlisberger 1968). The following 

theoretical discussion will focus on how formal and informal organizations are relevant to 

heating up and cooling out. 

Foundations of Organizational Theory as Applied to Community Colleges   

Organizational theory begins with Max Weber’s classic theories of authority and 

bureaucratic organization. Weber, a conflict-based theorist, differentiates between power and 

authority, arguing that authority involves voluntary compliance and suspension of judgment in 

advance of command (Weber 1947). This authority drives bureaucracies, which include division 

of labor, a hierarchical authority structure, an established system of rules, an impersonal 

orientation, selection of officials based on professional qualifications, and employment in the 

organization as a career. These organizational characteristics maximize rational decision-making 
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and administrative efficiency. Major criticisms to Weber’s classic theory of bureaucracy include: 

his exclusion of the dysfunctions of organization, minimizing the role of informal relations and 

unofficial patterns, and the contradiction between expertise and discipline as the basis for 

bureaucratic decisions (Blau & Scott 1962). These criticisms are crucial when analyzing the 

community college organization. Certainly, cooling out is a “dysfunction of the organization” 

and the informal relations between students and faculty are central to heating up.  

 In comparing various theoretical frameworks, Blau & Scott (1962) created various 

typologies of organizations. The community college fits into the “service organization” type, 

which is defined as “one whose prime beneficiary is the part of the public in direct contact with 

the organization.” As students are our “prime beneficiaries,”  theorists warn that professionals in 

these organizations “must steer between two dangers [of] not losing sight of the welfare of their 

clients…and must not become captives of their clientele to surrender to them the power to 

determine the nature of service furnished” (Blau & Scott 1962). However, community colleges 

have fallen victim to both of these dangers. The authors actually refer to Burton Clark’s work 

with adult-education programs in illustrating this point. Clark (1958) studied an adult-education 

program that became subservient to its population by allowing students control over the 

character and content of the curriculum, even the selection of instructor. This conversion of 

academics into “a business concern that gives consumers what they want does not best serve the 

educational interests of students” (Blau & Scott 1962). Some community college programs, such 

as adult education programs and business partnerships, allow too much student or business 

control, thereby undermining the educational interests of students. On the other hand, some argue 

that the community college is falling victim to the other danger of service organizations, losing 

sight of the welfare of its students, as missions are increasingly emphasizing transfer and 



 76

academics, leaving immigrant, first-generation college, remedial, and high-risk students behind 

(Pluvoise 2008). As multi-function organizations, community colleges fall victim to two dangers 

in trying to maintain both an academic and service orientation towards its students.   

External Context of the Community College Organization  

Considering the social context is important since “organizations have their roots in larger 

social systems” (Blau & Scott 1962). The authors examine the influences of the community on 

organizations with Burton Clark’s landmark work on community colleges (Clark 1960). Clark’s 

study of the municipal junior college is an example of “the impact of the community as the 

source of clientele of an organization” (Clark 1960). Blau & Scott (1962) noted that the 

unrestricted admission policy “recruited a student body over which it had no control and which 

molded the fundamental character of the institution.” Because low-aptitude students wanted to 

transfer, the junior college was forced to “set up various mechanisms whereby students could be 

confronted with the disparity between the demands of college education and their own abilities in 

order to interest them in alternate goals,” also known as cooling out practices. Blau & Scott 

(1962) also pointed out that the instructors with experience in high school teaching were better 

suited for the community college because of their “understanding of and sympathy for the 

students attending this college and the program it offered.” It is interesting to note that in the 

organizational theory literature, the junior/community college is used as an example of a service 

organization that has surrendered to its amorphous clientele base and that the faculty must have a 

unique understanding for these students (Blau & Scott 1962, Brint & Karabel 1989, Clark 1960).  

Internal Context of the Community College Organization  

As if the external factors are not complicated enough, there are a host of internal factors 

that also shape organizations, known as organizational dynamics. Organizations may experience 
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phases of bureaucratization and debureaucratization, the processes of increasing or reducing 

hierarchical authority (Blau & Scott 1962). In an application of organizational theory to analyze 

the community college environment, Dickinson (1999) focused on the faculty as the “technical 

core of educational organizations.” As Weber’s bureaucratic model indicates, specialization, or 

division of labor, is a major force. Dickinson (1999) referred to Scott’s analysis (1992) of the 

relationship between an environment and an organization with two principles: (a) greater 

technical complexity, or the number of different elements that must be dealt with simultaneously, 

in the environment is associated with greater structural complexity in the organization or the 

professional; and (b) greater technical uncertainty, or variability of elements upon which work is 

performed of the extent to which it is possible to predict behavior, in the environment is related 

to lower formalization and centralization in the organization (Scott 1992). Dickinson (1999) 

argued that community colleges are marked by “technical complexity” (accountability demands, 

increased regulation, changing technology, increasing costs, limited resources, and increased 

competition), as well as “technical uncertainty” with its open admission policy, obligation to 

respond to local need, and diverse clientele. Traditionally, the technical core (the faculty), who 

are the workers directly involved with the organization’s transformation process (teaching and 

learning), are protected from environmental disturbances. For example, the faculty is left to 

teach, while large bureaucracies deal with the “environmental disturbances” of student 

advisement, financial aid, obtaining books, and a host of other student services. These “one-stop 

shops” for student services may not be sufficient to address the complexities of the student body 

(Schulz & Szekeres 2008).  

Dickinson (1999) argued that this traditional bureaucratic model presents a “lack of fit” 

in today’s community colleges. She predicted that the increasing technical uncertainty in 
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community colleges will result in a less formalized and less centrally controlled organization, the 

process of debureaucratization that Blau & Scott (1962) defined. If Scott’s rule for technical 

uncertainty holds true, we can expect that community colleges will become less centralized and 

bureaucratic, “with more control over the learning environments located at the department 

level…and the role of faculty is expected to become more complex as it transforms from the job 

of instructor-worker to the more fluid role of learning process manager” (Dickinson 1999). 

However, the current reality is in opposition with this prediction, as community colleges are 

becoming more centralized administratively. This application of organizational theory to 

community colleges and the prediction of debureaucratization are key to this study because they 

recognize the role of faculty and the individual programs in handling some crucial student 

services pertaining to student aspiration, such as advisement.  

Another internal factor is that of the informal organization, which is shaped by the formal 

organization. Important aspects of the informal group structure include group cohesiveness, 

group values and norms, and conformity to group pressures (Blau & Scott 1962).  The informal 

organizations that pertain to this study include faculty peer groups in departments, students peer 

groups that begin in the classroom, and student-faculty informal interactions, all of which have 

the potential to heat up student aspiration. Given these aspects of informal groups, it can be 

hypothesized that a cohesive program and cohesive student-faculty relationship, including the 

values of achievement and opportunity, shape the informal organization between students and 

faculty and has the potential to heat up. Levin (1997) argued that these informal organizations 

based on the beliefs, values, and ideologies of individual participants may be reflective of the 

multiple organizational cultures identified in community colleges. The four dominant cultures in 

community colleges -  traditional intellectual development, service to its students’ well-being, 
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hierarchical, and business- may be embodied by a particular program. It seems that programs that 

adopt the “service to its students’ well-being” culture are in a position to create such values and 

norms reflective of this culture and strive for group cohesiveness, thereby heating up student 

aspiration. 

Organizing the Theoretical Framework from a Systems Perspective 

Organizational theory, the systematic study of people as individuals and groups, provides 

a link between the cooling out community college organization and the potential to heat up 

student aspirations on the person-to-person level. In trying to organize my theoretical framework, 

given the various theories and literature on every level, I found that a systems perspective would 

fit best. The systems model, which is multi-disciplinary and has numerous applications in the 

physical and social sciences, is fundamental to organizational theory since it defines internal and 

external factors in an organization. My experience with this model has been in the social work 

profession, which is appropriate, given the fact that the community college is defined as a 

“service organization,” the same category to which social welfare agencies belong. 

In the social welfare and education fields, Urie Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model 

(1979) is recognized as a systematic theory to analyze the interconnectedness of the person and 

various levels of the environment.  As in organizational theory, which recognizes the importance 

of “man-in-environment,” Bronfenbrenner’s theory views the “environment as extending beyond 

the behavior of the individual, to encompass functional systems both within and between 

settings” (Bronfenbrenner 1979). The environment is depicted as “a set of nested structures,” 

including the microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, and macrosystem. There is fluidity between 

the various levels, as a change in one level of the system will affect the other levels, emphasizing 
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the impact of environmental factors in students’ lives. Bronfenbrenner’s model is useful since it 

recognizes various levels of students’ lives, all of which impact their aspirations.  

My application of Bronfenbrenner’s model is a simplified version of systems theory, 

which consists of three levels: micro, mezzo and macro. (See Figure 2.1 Conceptual Diagram). 

In this case, the micro level consists of the students and faculty, the daily classroom contact, and 

the potential to heat up. Various mezzo-level groups, peer groups, faculty groups, and student-

faculty groups, exist between the micro and macro levels. This study is focusing on one 

particular mezzo-level organization, the academic program. The program, its culture, and 

approach to students hold the key to linking heating up and cooling out. Both the mezzo and 

micro levels would be included in Blau & Scott’s “internal context” of the organization. The 

macro level includes the community college as an organization, with all of its institutional 

limitations, contradictions, and ambiguity, which cools out student aspirations. This is the 

“external context” of the organization. Although these levels are defined as distinct theoretically, 

there is actually fluidity between the levels. Blau & Scott (1962) recognized the “semi-

permeability” between the organization and its internal and external factors. So if something 

happens on the macro level, such as the institution of a policy that inadvertently cools out, like 

the requirement of more liberal arts courses in the first year, then it will impact the program on 

the mezzo level, and ultimately students and faculty on the micro level. However, the micro level 

holds promise to change things, as recognized by Freire’s theories. Conversely, if something 

happens on the micro level, such as a strong student-faculty relationship and encouragement to 

heat up aspirations, it may be adopted by the programs on the mezzo level, thereby affecting 

more students in the program. Eventually this will have some effect, even if small, on the macro- 

level community college organization, which presents the possibility for structural change 
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through individual agency. The idea in using the systems model to understand problems and 

organizations is that you start with the person and consider the environment, like 

Roethlisberger’s classic “man-in-organization” approach (1968) to understanding management 

and organizations. A systems model, along with the understanding of organizational theory, links 

the seemingly dichotomous theoretical components of cooling out and heating up in the 

community college and emphasizes the importance of student-faculty interactions on the micro-

level as a starting point. 

 

Figure 2.1 Conceptual Diagram 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
   
 

 

Conclusion 

 Burton Clark’s study was an attempt to understand a new American innovation in higher 

education. While limited in its institutional macro-level perspective and informal methodology, it 
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called attention to the contradictory nature of an institution that that is both an “open door” and a 

mechanism for sorting students into a stratified job market. While this structure is limiting, the 

individual agency of students and faculty members create and maintain such a structure. Since 

agency is a factor, Clark’s deterministic, macro concept of cooling out does not explain student 

aspiration as he originally suggested. Goffman’s original theory on “cooling the mark out,” in 

addition to other theories that recognize the intertwined relationship between agency and 

structure, indicates that cooling out is not determined solely by the limited structure of the 

community college.  

By connecting the two concepts of cooling out and heating up and recognizing the 

intertwined relationship between individuals and institution, the micro-level agency of those that 

are a part of the institution may serve as a starting point in changing the limiting structure. My 

theory is that a potential mediating factor on the mezzo level is the individual academic program. 

Heating up is a contradiction to cooling out theory, presenting a possibility for change. Studying 

community college students and faculty members and examining their interactions may shed 

light on how heating up occurs. If we understand this process, we can begin to use individual 

agency to work within, or possibly change, the limitations in which we operate. Clark admits that 

the trends and practices of community colleges are not fixed and that “evolution can later occur 

and radical transformations are always possible” (Clark 1960). Perhaps this caveat, echoing 

Freire, provides hope to those trying to heat up instead of cool out student aspiration at an 

institution whose mission embodies democratic education.  
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CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

In formulating a research design, the epistemology, assumptions, theory, methodology, 

and methods must be considered. This study utilizes a qualitative methodology to investigate 

student-faculty interactions in a community college and their potential to heat up student 

aspiration. Specifically, the study consists of a case study at Fairview Community College (FCC) 

to explore these relationships among various environments, in the form of three academic 

programs with differing approaches to student aspiration and success.  The possible contributions 

to student aspiration and the students’ and faculty’s perceptions of heating up (micro level) are 

examined in three different programs (mezzo level) within one institution (macro level). This 

section explains the methodological and epistemological assumptions that inform this research 

design based on the literature and theory and then outlines the details regarding sampling, data 

collection, data analysis, and researcher role. 

Methodological and Epistemological Assumptions of Qualitative Research 

The heart of research, or the “research nexus,” is composed of a relationship between 

method, epistemology, and theory (Hesse-Biber & Leavy 2006). Methodology, in this case, a 

qualitative case study, must be justified and informed by theory, literature, and the research 

questions. The community college literature in relation to student aspiration has focused on the 

“cooling out” debate, or studying how community colleges negatively influence student 

aspiration through a multitude of institutional factors. Most scholars acknowledge that the 

institutional context inadvertently cools out student ambitions. There is substantially less 

literature on the opposite effect, “heating up,” in which the community college may positively 
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influence student aspirations. While some factors have been identified, such as student 

engagement, few have been examined in depth. The minimal research on heating up has 

identified the classroom, specifically positive student-faculty relationships, as the starting point 

in improving student learning and development (Hagedorn et. al 2000, Maxwell 2000, Tatum, 

Hayward & Monzon 2006). These studies have identified student-faculty relationships as pivotal 

in shaping students’ plans to transfer or augment their aspirations. However, none of the existing 

research explains how heating up occurs in community colleges or describes the environment in 

which it is happening. Specifically, there has been no inquiry into how students and faculty 

perceive their interactions and the potential to heat up and which particular aspects of the 

relationship or context may contribute to heating up. Since I plan to explore this phenomenon in 

depth, a qualitative methodology is the best choice to study the environment and conditions in 

which heating up occurs.  

Qualitative research has a unique set of epistemological assumptions that shapes the 

research process. In this inductive inquiry, research is “bottom up,” in which data collected in the 

field generates new hypotheses, in this case, hypothesizing about how student-faculty 

interactions may contribute to heating up and what the role of the program is. The interpretive, or 

hermeneutic, tradition involves the interpretation of actions, the meaning people assign to their 

interactions, and rich perspectives in social reality (Hesse-Biber & Leavy 2006). These socially 

constructed knowledge claims recognize subjective meanings and complexity of views that are 

formed through interactions with others and are influenced by historical and cultural norms 

(Creswell 2003). In this case, student and faculty behavior must be considered within the unique 

context of the contradictory community college and the individual academic program, which 

presents both limitations and possibilities. Social constructivism assumes that phenomena must 
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be understood as complex wholes that are inextricably bound with historical, socioeconomic, and 

cultural contexts in which they are embedded (Lodico, Spaulding & Voegtle 2006). Since 

behavior is ever-changing and influenced by context, qualitative researchers attempt to describe, 

explore, or discover behavior or attitudes by collecting data in a particular field. In this case, the 

behavior and perceptions of students will be analyzed to understand how they construct their 

reality in terms of heating up and how the faculty members perceive their role in this process 

within three different contexts. This qualitative methodology is suited for this study because the 

researcher is attempting to understand and explore the process of how individuals make sense of 

their relationships with one another in a holistic context and how these are perceived as 

influencing aspirations. Research in the natural setting yields a more involved level of detail than 

a quantitative methodology could include. This emergent and reflexive methodology will allow 

for greater flexibility in exploring the nature of student-faculty relationships, especially in this 

study that is seeking out the nuances within one institution.  

Although qualitative methodology is the most appropriate, many methods must be 

considered. Since the research questions focus on the nature of student-faculty interactions and 

their potential to heat up student aspiration, as understood by students and faculty, the study 

should address these interactions directly. A case study will address the research questions within 

the context of one institution but among three different academic programs. The differences 

among these three mezzo-level environments can be compared and contrasted to explore the 

heating up phenomenon in depth and provide information about these interactions across three 

different contexts, which may shed light on whether the programs are in fact an intermediating 

factor between the macro and micro levels. The cooling out context of the community college is 

well known. However, this study will examine how much context plays a role in heating up by 



 86

exploring how students heat up their aspirations, despite the institutional culture. In addition to 

addressing the contextual differences and their influence on heating up, the decision to utilize 

three sub-groups will also allow for the findings to be validated or disconfirmed across the three 

groups, which will strengthen the case and allow for deeper understanding of the heating up 

phenomenon.  

Strengths and Limitations 

The major strength of this qualitative design is that it is a descriptive, iterative process, 

which allows for theory building and knowledge building. This reflexivity in the research 

process is not limited by pre-determined variables or statistical equations. Qualitative research is 

exploratory, so that new research can be conducted to identify unknown variables or study a new 

topic or population. This approach is appropriate for the research questions because heating up 

has not been studied extensively, especially looking at variations in the heating up process within 

one institution. This qualitative case study allows for theory building and exploration of the 

student-faculty relationship, how it may influence aspiration, and the role of the academic 

program. It reveals some of the extraneous variables that relate to student aspiration and 

recognizes variations across the academic programs and their approach to students that may 

influence heating up. By comparing the contexts, students, and faculty in the three programs, the 

findings are also more valid.  

The major limitation of this methodology is that it is bound by its context, so it is not 

generalizable to larger populations. Results are internally generalizable to a specific population, 

in this case, the groups at Fairview. However, the study uncovers the potential of student-faculty 

interactions in the community colleges, the role of academic programs, and serves as a starting 

point for larger-scale comparative case studies or quantitative research. Another limitation is 
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possible complications that arise with the subjectivity and personal interactions of qualitative 

research, including role negotiation and ethical considerations. These were addressed as they 

arose; however, I attempted to avoid such conflicts by choosing an institution other than the one 

at which I am employed.  

Research Site and Participants 

This case study was conducted at Fairview Community College (FCC), a large urban 

community college that serves a major metropolitan area in the Northeastern United States. The 

large student body, over 44,000 students enrolled in credit and non-credit courses, is diverse. 

There are 473 full-time and 856 part-time faculty members. The mission of FCC has been 

transfer-oriented since it opened in 1964, although the college has assumed numerous vocational 

and community education programs. Despite an emphasis on transfer and academic excellence, 

FCC has an overall graduation rate of 7% and a 20% transfer-out rate. The first-time student 

retention rates are 49% for full-time students and 40% for part-time students (NCES 2008). Like 

many community colleges, FCC stresses transfer and many educators are passionate about 

heating up, but the statistics continue to be disappointing. Of course, these figures are college-

wide and there is certainly variation among the different academic programs, in terms of support, 

faculty involvement, student retention, and success rates. For example, self-contained 

professional programs or well-developed transfer programs that are accredited and whose 

pedagogy includes transforming the student into a professional, such as nursing, have more 

success. Other programs that are less focused on professionalism, such as liberal arts, are not as 

close-knit and lose more students. The differences among these programs will serve as the 

contextual backdrop for my analysis of the micro-level student-faculty interactions within one 

institution. The targeted sampling of these programs will provide a variety of contexts with 
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differing mission emphasis, institutional culture, resources, and student populations. By 

comparing and contrasting the three groups, I have the opportunity to explore program 

differences that may influence student ambitions and understand how students’ aspirations heat 

up or cool out within one institution. 

Targeted sampling most efficiently and directly addresses the research questions. Within 

FCC, three academic programs were identified after conducting some background research and 

meeting with several key administrators. In an attempt to bridge the cooling out and heating up 

concepts, I look at both phenomenon within one institution. Two of the identified programs are 

known for their close support and high success rates of students; these are the two groups that are 

in the best position to heat up student aspiration. The third group is larger, does not follow its 

students as closely, and has a high attrition rate; this group represents the typical community 

college experience, which often cools out student aspiration. The differences in the groups allow 

for a deeper understanding of the nature of heating up within one institution. All three programs 

have the same pre-requisite of readiness for college-level English. The focus of the study is 

heated up students, so they were sought out directly through faculty referral or volunteering. The 

student and faculty sample is representative of the community college’s demographic 

composition in terms of age, race, and gender. This targeted sampling addresses the research 

question, attempts to reflect the college’s population, and allows for greater understanding of 

heating up since students and faculty in three different contexts are examined.  

Data Collection Procedures 

As one of the most common qualitative methods, the case study focuses on the entire 

institution and process, taking a holistic approach (Johnson & Christensen 2004). In conducting a 

case study, one must consider the purpose, scope, and boundaries of the case. A “bound case” is 
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not too diffuse and is well defined in time and purpose (Heck 2006). This single case study is 

limited to one college over the course of ten months, encompassing spring, summer, and fall 

semesters. The purpose is to explore the nature of student-faculty relationships and their potential 

to influence aspiration in various programs by gathering information directly from heated up 

students and faculty who interact with them. The units of analysis are the practices and 

relationships between students and faculty in the three programs. This way, the crucial variable 

of individual agency is examined within the limited structure of the community college, with the 

program context as an intermediary. A variety of data was collected via document analysis, 

interviews, and direct observation. By using various methods, the researcher immerses oneself in 

the setting and “stays open” to emerging themes (Hesse-Biber & Leavy 2006). In fact, the major 

strength of the case study design is the ability to bring in different types of evidence using the 

holistic approach (Heck 2006). The following sections describe the data collections procedures 

in depth. 

Document Analysis 

Beginning in January 2008, prior to any formal interviews or observations, I collected 

several documents for background information. In regard to Fairview as an institution, I 

reviewed the college mission, historical literature, and relevant literature, as well as 

demographics and college-wide graduation and success rates from the college’s institutional 

research office and several state and national data sources. I then found similar data on several 

academic programs, regarding mission, demographics, and graduation and success rates.  It was 

this data and input from several administrators at Fairview that led to my choice of the three 

academic programs. Several programs within the Division of Business and Technology were 

chosen to represent the typical community college experience. This group includes several 
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programs, but on the whole, has average graduation and success rates. The other two groups, 

Paralegal Studies and Early Childhood Education, were chosen because of their higher than 

average graduation and success rates, as well as their institutional reputation as programs that 

support their students, which may potentially heat up their aspirations. All three programs have 

similar entrance requirements, including readiness for English 101 and completion of the 

college’s placement test and any necessary developmental coursework. Programs with more 

rigorous entrance requirements, such as Nursing, were intentionally excluded so that the student 

groups would be similar. The three programs will be described in depth in the next chapter. This 

preliminary data collection stage allowed me to identify the programs that would address the 

research questions and to gain an institutional understanding of Fairview Community College. 

Faculty and Student Interviews 

Once the programs were identified, I contacted the Chair in each program to identify 

potential faculty participants. A total of thirteen faculty interviews were conducted from April to 

October 2008. Five faculty interviews were conducted in the Business and Technology Division 

and five in the Early Childhood Education Program. In the Paralegal Studies Program, only three 

faculty interviews were conducted because it is a small program with only two full-time 

professors. In each group, the program’s Chair and full-time and part-time faculty volunteers 

participated in an interview, which averaged 40-60 minutes. These interviews were semi-

structured, following an open-ended protocol (See Appendix A for Faculty Interview Protocol). 

The interviews were recorded with permission and transcribed verbatim.  

To gain the student perspective, students that have heated up were sought out in each of 

the professor’s classes. In some cases, the professor referred students that they perceived as 

heated up, or students that have increased their aspirations while at the college, despite the odds 
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against them. Ideally, these should be students who would most likely have their aspirations 

cooled out, such as being first-generation college students, from a disadvantaged school district, 

and whose self-reported family income is less than $30,000 a year. These students’ aspirations 

are not expected to heat up, so their perceptions of their experiences that resulted in heating up 

would be the most valuable. In other cases, the students volunteered when I solicited their 

participation during the classroom observation. I ended up with a combination of heated up 

students and typical students. A total of 21 students were interviewed, including 8 Business and 

Technology students, 5 Paralegal Studies students, and 8 Early Childhood Education students. 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with the students, which followed the same format as 

the faculty interview protocol (See Appendix B for Student Interview Protocol). In some cases, 

student interviews were conducted via focus group with several students. In one class, I had the 

opportunity to interview three Early Childhood Education graduates from FCC who are currently 

attending a class through a cohort partnership with a four-year university. The semi-structured 

interview format allowed direct responses to questions related to the study, as well as allowing 

for new themes or ideas to emerge. Each faculty and student interviewee also completed an 

Interview Information Form for demographic and background data. The following tables 

summarize the interview participant information for both faculty and students.  

Table 3.1 Faculty Interview Participant Information 

Faculty ID Program Years at FCC Full-time/Part-
time/Visiting 
lecturer 

Date of Interview 

A Business & Tech 8 FT 4/21/08 
B Business & Tech 4 FT 4/21/08 
C  Business & Tech 23.5 FT 5/21/08 
D  Business & Tech 30 VL 5/27/08 
E  Business & Tech 38 FT 6/3/08 
F  Paralegal Not answered FT 5/20/08 
G  Paralegal 6 FT 6/10/08 
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H  Paralegal 6 PT 6/17/08 
I  Early Childhood 31 FT 7/17/08 
J  Early Childhood 12.5 FT 7/21/08 
K  Early Childhood 25 PT 7/21/08 
L Early Childhood 34 FT 8/27/08 
M Early Childhood 15 FT 10/18/08 
 

Table 3.2 Student Interview Participant Information 

Student ID Major Income Full-
time/Part-
time 

Years at FCC Date of 
Interview 

A Music Under$30,000 FT 3 4/23/08 
B  Business Mgt Over $50,000 FT 3 4/23/08 
C  Business Under$30,000 FT 2 4/23/08 
D  Business Under$30,000 FT 3 4/23/08 
E  Business $30-$50,000 FT Less than 1 5/28/08 
F  Sign Language Under$30,000 PT Less than 1 5/28/08 
G Computers Over$50,000 FT 3 5/28/08 
H Paralegal Not answered PT 1 6/10/08 
I  Paralegal $30-50,000 PT 2 6/10/08 
J  Business $30-50,000 FT Less than 1 6/17/08 
K Paralegal Under$30,000 PT 4 6/17/08 
L Paralegal Under$30,000 PT 2 6/17/08 
M Paralegal Under$30,000 FT 1.5 6/17/08 
N  Early Childhood $30-50,000 FT 4 7/21/08 
O  Early Childhood Under$30,000 PT 2 7/21/08 
P  Early Childhood $30-50,000 PT 2 7/29/08 
Q  Early Childhood Not answered PT 3 9/26/08 
R  Early Childhood Not answered PT 2 9/26/08 
S Early Childhood Not answered PT Graduated 10/18/08 
T Early Childhood Not answered PT Graduated 10/18/08 
U Early Childhood Not answered PT Graduated 10/18/08 
 

Classroom Observations 

In addition to the interviews, classroom observations were conducted to gather 

information about in-class behavior and approach that may influence student aspiration. In-class 

approach was identified as a major factor in shaping student aspirations in both established 

studies and my own pilot studies. I observed one class of each interviewed professor, with the 
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exception of an Early Childhood Education practicum instructor, who I observed once in the 

classroom and once in the field, for a total of 14 observations.  The observations focused on 

faculty teaching style, student responses, and the nature of the in-class interactions that may have 

possible influences on student aspiration. (See Appendix C for Observation Criteria). These 

observations were used to verify interview themes or identify new themes related to the research 

questions.  The following table summarizes my data collection timeline for all four types of data:  

 
Table 3.3 Data Collection Procedures and Timeline, January-October 2008 
 
January – February – March – April – May  – June – July – August – September - October 
Spring Semester ------------------------------ Summer Semester-------------- Fall Semester------------ 
Document Analysis/Program Selection  
                                                       B&T Interviews → 
                                                       (April-June) 
                                                       B&T Observations  
                                                        (April-June) 
                                                                   PL Interviews 
                                                                   (May-June) 
                                                                   PL Observations 
                                                                   (May-June) 
                                                                                                ECE Interviews → 
                                                                                                (July-October) 
                                                                                                ECE Observations → 
                                                                                                (July-October) 

 

 
 

 

Data Analysis 

The nature of data collection is iterative and certainly changes over time. Throughout the 

process, data was analyzed and coded, seeking emerging themes related to student-faculty 

interaction, which developed and changed over the course of the study. The focus of analysis, in 

this case, the potential individual and program effect on aspiration and heating up, determined 

Program Key:  
B&T = Business and Technology Programs 
PL = Paralegal Studies Program 
ECE = Early Childhood Education Program 



 94

the codes that were defined and used. Since several methods were employed, I attempted to 

triangulate the data to legitimize the findings, gain a deeper level of understanding, and establish 

internal validity. All of this data from the multiple sources must be brought together to tell a 

story. Heck (2006) recommended that for single case studies, data may be linked by theoretical 

propositions, such as pattern matching, explanation building, emergent categories, or by key 

descriptive aspects. In this case, preliminary themes were descriptive during data collection so 

that I could become familiar with each of the three programs at FCC. Then, when I exited the site 

in October 2008, I used my theoretical propositions to guide the data analysis, as I noted patterns 

and attempted to build and support an explanation regarding student-faculty interactions and 

their potential to heat up student aspiration in each program context. In the later stages of data 

analysis, I compared and contrasted the findings from the three programs. By seeking out 

similarities, as well as disconfirming evidence, I tried to strengthen the findings and highlight 

contextual differences among the three groups in terms of influencing student aspiration. 

During the data analysis phase of the case study, I utilized Freire’s theoretical approach 

(1970, 1985) to create a detailed description of individuals, setting, and interactions within each 

program and within the context of institutional limitations. Utilizing the systems perspective and 

organizational theory, I focused on the context of institutional limitations and possibilities that 

each of the three programs present within the limited structure of the community college. I then 

examined the micro-level student-faculty interactions and the possibilities they present to 

contribute to aspiration. Applying organizational theory, I examined the relationships across each 

level of the system (macro↔mezzo, macro↔micro, and mezzo↔micro), thereby recognizing 

the intertwined nature of macro and micro factors, as well as the potential of the programs on the 

mezzo level.  
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Fairview has its own institutional challenges in terms of funding, resource allocation, 

mission, and organizational climate. Despite these structural limitations characteristic of the 

community college, the contextual backdrop of the three programs within the institution includes 

variation in expectations for students and faculty, organizational climate, supports for students, 

and approach to teaching. The comparison of these different programs shed light on how and 

why students heat up in the face of various institutional limitations at FCC.  By choosing 

programs that vary across these parameters, the two heating up programs and the program that 

represents the typical community college experience, I was able to identify which components of 

student-faculty interactions contribute to heating up on the micro and mezzo levels, despite 

larger institutional factors that often result in cooling out. The identified themes relate the 

research questions and explore the interplay between the three levels. The following table depicts 

the data collection and analysis procedures and their relationship to the research questions.  

Table 3.4 Data Collection and Analysis Procedures and Relationship to the Research Questions  

Procedure  Systematic Relationships Addressed Research Questions 
Addressed 

Document Analysis College and Program Background  RQ1 
Faculty Interview College↔faculty 

College↔program 
Program↔faculty 
Faculty↔student 

RQ1 & RQ2 

Student Interview College↔student 
Program↔student 
Student↔faculty 

RQ1 & RQ2 

Class Observation Faculty↔student 
Student↔student 

RQ1 & RQ2 

Data Analysis based 
on Theoretical Models 

All relationships between the macro, 
mezzo and micro levels 

RQ3 
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Strategies for Validating Findings 

In addition to using various qualitative methods to collect data across three different 

programs to establish internal validity, I attempted to validate my findings after exiting the field 

by comparing them to college-wide and national trends. To strengthen the authenticity and 

credibility of the findings, I triangulated the qualitative data with available statistical data from 

the Community College Survey of Student Engagement (2007), the Freshman Year Survey 

(2006), National Center for Educational Statistics (2008), and institutional data from FCC. These 

sources include data about student aspirations upon entering college, levels of attrition, and 

quantity of student-faculty interaction. In addition, I also searched for disconfirming evidence 

throughout the study to gain a more detailed and deeper understanding of the nature of student-

faculty interactions.  

Role as Researcher 

 Throughout the entire study, the researcher must consider his or her positionality in the 

research process. The researcher is not objective, but his or her subjective and personal social 

constructions must be acknowledged while positioning the self in one’s research (Lareau & 

Shultz 1996). As a community college educator, I have an insider interest and personal 

understanding of this topic. I have worked with many students that have been cooled out by 

institutional barriers and personal challenges. However, working in an academic program that 

closely advises and supports its students, I have many students that have heated up their 

aspirations. Despite all of the predictors that should have cooled them out, these students became 

involved and excited about college, reaching goals that they never envisioned when beginning 

community college, such as attending a four-year college or even graduate school. Before 

teaching community college, my education and profession began in the field of social work. My 
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social work background has allowed me to recognize the importance of the holistic perspective, 

involving the student in the environment, and a strengths-based approach. I am interested in the 

micro-level student-faculty relationship and how it has the potential to change the student’s life, 

not only academically, but socially, psychologically, and emotionally. These students are rarely 

recognized or encouraged and I am interested in how this heating up process occurs on a micro 

level within a limited structure. 

While I have a personal and professional interest in this topic, I must constantly evaluate 

my positionality and role in the research. Hill (2006) explains a “crisis of representation” that 

qualitative researchers often face. How qualitative researchers represent themselves has powerful 

personal, social, and methodological implications. The researcher must constantly evaluate his or 

her role in the field and relationships with the participants. In addition to general ethical research 

considerations, such as gaining Institutional Review Board approval, providing informed 

consent, protecting participants from harm, and ensuring confidentiality, qualitative research 

involves the additional challenge of role negotiation because the researcher is subjective and part 

of the research. I have attempted to address this issue by conducting the study at a college other 

than the one at which I am currently employed so that I am not influenced by my prior 

knowledge of institutional factors or my relationships with students. I tried to minimize possible 

ethical and representation issues by focusing solely on the researcher role in a setting in which I 

did not have employee obligations. I was aware of the possibility of other ethical issues and 

addressed these as they arose. Regular debriefing with my advisor and committee members 

during the course of the study served as a support in this area as well. 
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Ethical Considerations 

Qualitative research presents many ethical questions and situations for both the 

researcher and participants. I have attempted to prevent some of these potential issues by 

ensuring the following:  

• The study was approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at Temple 

University.  

• The study was also approved by the IRB at Fairview Community College 

(FCC).  

• I discussed the study and potential concerns with several FCC administrators 

before beginning data collection and adjusted my study to address their 

concerns.  

• Consent forms were provided to each research participant describing the method 

and purpose of the study and the fact that they had the right to withdraw at any 

time without consequence.  

• The names of the school and participants are pseudonyms to ensure 

confidentiality and the participants were advised of this measure.  

• Participants and key administrators at Fairview were provided with updates 

every semester to describe the progress and direction of the study. Suggestions 

and questions were always welcome.  

• I had regular communication with my dissertation advisor at Temple University 

to address potential ethical concerns.  
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CHAPTER 4 
 

THE “FAIR VIEW” AT FAIRVIEW:  
MACRO-LEVEL PRACTICES THAT COOL OUT STUDENT ASPIRATION 

 

Fairview Community College, like most community colleges, is fair, not excellent or 

poor, in terms of meeting its promise of open access to higher education. Some perceive 

Fairview as an institution that has provided many benefits to them. Others have experiences that 

are simply unfair, especially cooling out practices that diminish student aspirations. An 

application of the archaic definition of fair, “to be free from obstacles,” presents an ideal view of 

what open access to higher education should be. It is this contradiction that makes Fairview 

Community College “fair” game to examine, in terms of its macro-level influence on student 

aspirations.   

Fairview Community College is an ideal institution to examine the phenomenon of 

heating up. This is a complex phenomenon, as there are many factors that influence students’ 

aspirations and persistence. Blau & Scott (1962) remind us that in examining organizations, “a 

knowledge of simpler systems is needed before one can understand more complex ones.” 

Keeping with that advice, I will examine the simpler systems of institution (macro), program 

(mezzo), and students and faculty (micro) in attempting to understand the complex system of 

heating up at Fairview. This chapter will focus on Fairview as an institution, the macro level of 

the organization. 

Fairview has many strengths and positives that are highlighted in the study; however, 

maintaining a critical and honest perspective, I must also recognize the limitations. The large 

urban community college, like many others, faces many of the institutional challenges that the 

literature connects to cooling out. Many students are cooled out, as indicated by low graduation 
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and transfer rates that Fairview itself sees as a major problem. However, the quality of student-

faculty interactions often leads to heating up. The two programs that are known for supporting 

their students and have higher than average success rates heat up student aspiration, as expected; 

however, heating up is also occurring in the typical community college programs. This chapter 

will focus on the macro level at Fairview by examining the historical context and limitations that 

often result in cooling out. Then, in keeping with the aforementioned theoretical model, the 

macro-level effects on the mezzo and micro levels will be examined, as well as possibilities that 

exist. In order to address the research questions regarding the nature and types of student-faculty 

interactions and how these have the potential to contribute to heating up, we must understand 

macro-level influences that shape student-faculty interactions and unintentionally result in 

cooling out.  

Overview of Fairview Community College 

 Fairview Community College (FCC) is a large urban community college nestled in heart 

of a major city the Northeastern United States. The college provides the diverse student body of 

over 44,000 students many credit and non-credit courses on its large main campus near the 

downtown area, as well as its three other campuses, numerous off-site community locations 

throughout the city, and online. Since 1965, over 500,000 students have passed through the doors 

seeking associate degrees, workforce skills, and lifelong learning. FCC is the largest institution 

of higher education in the city and the sixth largest in the state. There are 473 full-time and 856 

part-time professors teaching in the relatively small classes, averaging 23 students. The tuition at 

FCC for city residents is $115 per credit, $230 for in-state, outside of the city residents, and $345 

for non-state residents, which is slightly higher than other local community colleges. FCC offers 

over 70 associate degree and certificate programs, categorized into three academic divisions. 
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Like most comprehensive community colleges, FCC has an open-admissions policy and offers a 

variety of transfer, vocational, and community education programs, which are held during the 

day, evenings, and weekends in standard or accelerated semesters. This variety attempts to meet 

the needs of all students in terms of scheduling and goals. The mission statement at Fairview 

reflects its multiple functions:  

Fairview Community College is an open-admission, degree-granting institution that 
provides access to higher education for all who may benefit. Its programs of 
study…provide a coherent foundation for college transfer, employment, and life-long 
learning.  

 
The three functions of transfer, vocational education, and community education (life-long 

learning) are articulated in the mission statement, as it is in most comprehensive community 

colleges. It is interesting to note that 23% of Fairview’s students are enrolled in technical 

programs and 77% students are enrolled in transfer programs, one of the highest percentages of 

transfer track students compared to other public community colleges in the state. 

Also unique to Fairview’s mission is its emphasis on diversity:  

To serve [the city] as a premier learning institution where student success exemplifies the 
strength of a diverse, urban, community college.  

 

This recognition of the college’s diversity and its relationship to student success is a central 

theme at Fairview. FCC is in fact diverse in every way. The student body is diverse in terms of 

age, with 53% of the students being “traditional” (under age 25) and 47% “non-traditional” (age 

25 and over). Female students are the majority (68%), as compared to male students (32%), 

which seems to be a trend in higher education. In terms of course load, 87.4% of the students are 

part-time and 32.6% are full-time. These figures are similar to other public community colleges 

in the state. Since Fairview serves an urban community, it is not surprising that 71% of the 

students receive financial aid, which is higher than the statewide average. The diversity at FCC is 
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most obvious when examining the racial make-up of the student body. The table below 

illustrates: 

Table 4.1 Racial Distribution of Students at Fairview Community College 
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This student composition in terms of race and ethnicity is quite diverse, especially when 

compared to the statewide averages from the other public community colleges in this state.  

 
Table 4.2 Racial Distribution of Students at Public Community Colleges Statewide 
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It is clear that Fairview has much more diversity in terms of racial composition when compared 

to all of the other public community colleges in the state.  
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Among the faculty, there is also considerable diversity. Community colleges are known 

for having higher percentages of Black and Hispanic faculty members compared to four-year 

colleges nationwide. This trend is evident, especially for Black faculty, at Fairview.  

Table 4.3 Racial Distribution of Full-Time Faculty at Fairview Community College 
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This theme of diversity, mostly in terms of the students, emerged constantly throughout the 

study. Faculty and students embrace the diversity and most participants perceive Fairview’s 

diversity as a major strength. 

Despite the strengths of the institution – its diversity, its variety of programs, its 

dedicated and qualified faculty and administrators, and a mission that emphasizes academic 

excellence – the outcomes are very disappointing. FCC has an overall graduation rate of 7% 

(earning a degree within four years) and a 20% transfer-out rate. These are some of the lowest 

numbers in the state for community college graduation and transfer-out rates, despite the fact that 

Fairview is ranked among the highest in terms of students enrolled in transfer programs (77%, 

compared to the statewide average of 56%). The first-time student retention rates are 49% for 

full-time students and 40% for part-time students (NCES 2008). Only 36% of the students at 

Fairview return for a second year of study at the college.  
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These disappointing success rates are disproportionately negative for Black and Hispanic 

students, as the table below indicates.  

Table 4.4 Fairview Graduates by Racial Composition  
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Of course, these numbers have been under scrutiny through FCC’s Office of Institutional 

Research. This office found that 33.4% of the students leave FCC with an “unsuccessful 

departure,” or departing with a GPA below 2.0 or never attempting a college-level course. Like 

the NCES figures, Fairview’s own institutional research office confirms that this group is 

disproportionately represented by Black male students and both male and female Hispanic 

students. Age-wise, the younger students, under age 25, have a higher probability of departing 

unsuccessfully.  

These numbers are disappointing for the faculty and administration, who are passionate 

about heating up student aspiration, especially for minority populations that enter FCC from the 

city’s struggling public schools. Most of the faculty and administrators at FCC recognize the 

poor student outcomes and attribute it to a number of factors, which will be addressed later in 

this chapter. However, everyone wants to do something about it, to help students succeed at 

FCC. The Office of Institutional Research at FCC is clear in its documents that this data will be 
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used for institutional decisions, reflecting the institutional commitment to address student 

outcomes:  

The pursuit of parity in student outcomes will guide institutional decision-making. A first 
step in addressing this goal is understanding the nature of disparities related to student 
outcomes so that intervention strategies that promote greater students success can be 
developed and implemented.  

  

Fairview’s commitment to addressing this problem has been supported through its 

participation in the Achieving the Dream initiative, a multi-year national initiative to help 

community college students succeed, particularly low-income students and students of color. 

Conceived in 2004 by the Lumina Foundation for Education and in partnership with seven 

national organizations and 19 funders, the project involves 83 institutions in 15 states. The Office 

of Institutional Research has been working to improve the “culture of inquiry and evidence” by 

collecting data in several areas of student outcomes. These results are informing administrative 

decisions to improve student services and direct funding. Achieving the Dream is also impacting 

the individual programs and faculty, since many of the professors are involved in the initiative 

through a variety of committees. 

Fairview is a large urban community college with multiple functions, a diverse student 

body, and poor student outcomes. This is an ideal environment to address the research questions. 

There are many limitations in the institution and the statistics seem to indicate that FCC cools out 

student aspiration to the extreme, especially when compared to the state’s other public 

community colleges. However, there is another story behind the disappointing numbers. 

Fairview has many strengths that have enormous potential to heat up student aspiration, 

including a committed faculty and participation in the Lumina project. To understand this 
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contradiction, we must first begin with the history of Fairview, which is marked by the themes of 

diversity and handling contradictory functions from the beginning.  

Historical Context of Fairview Community College 

Examining the history of community colleges reveals that the emphasis on the various 

missions of these institutions has changed over time, reflecting social beliefs about the goals of 

education. The events leading up to the establishment of the Fairview Community College (FCC) 

in 1964 and its early history are representative of this struggle with contradictory functions to 

satisfy various polities. Like many other states, this one was under considerable pressure to open 

access to higher education to the growing college-going population in the 1960s. However, this 

democratic mission that promised access to higher education and a means to social mobility was 

competing with the reality of social efficiency and social reproduction. As a result, the 

community college developed three functions: transfer, vocational, and community education. 

These contradictory missions contributed to some conflict at FCC along several fronts. Using 

Labaree’s theoretical framework (1997) and recognizing the larger national context, I will 

explore how the community college’s contradictory functions were embodied during the 

development of FCC. I argue that despite FCC’s tremendous growth and commitment to 

democratic equality, the reality of social efficiency and a fragmented mission laid the foundation 

for a future of institutional ambiguity, which is apparent in my analysis of the macro level at 

Fairview today.  

Theoretical Framework for Historical Context:  

Labaree’s Three Goals for American Education 

Labaree’s three goals for American education provide a framework to analyze the 

community college’s functions and how they were embodied at FCC during its early history. 
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Labaree (1997) described schools as situated in “an awkward position at the intersection between 

what we hope society will become and what we think it really is, between political ideals and 

economic realities.” Community colleges, as institutions that offer various forms of education 

and have conflicting missions, exist at this intersection. It is clear that the community college’s 

efforts to satisfy the three goals of democratic equality, social efficiency, and social mobility 

have resulted in a confused identity and contradictory purposes. 

The democratic equality goal is based on the theory of human capital. Assuming that 

everyone is considered equal, schools must promote effective citizenship, relative equality, and 

the opportunity to invest in human capital through education. This democratic equality goal, 

which stresses equal access, was the most prevalent in defining FCC and most other community 

colleges during the 1960s. This trend was evident through the rapid expansion of community 

colleges nationwide, as well as in political and legislative efforts in the city. This goal expanded 

the functions of the community college beyond transfer and vocational education to include 

community education, which includes adult enrichment courses, general education, and adult-

community education.   

Social efficiency goals are based on social reproduction theory. In this view, education is 

a public good designed to prepare workers at all levels for structurally necessary market roles. 

Schools, like social and economic structures, have become highly stratified with both 

quantitative distinctions and qualitative differences that often reproduce inequalities. The 

community college sought to train students in terminal technical programs to meet the needs of 

this stratified labor market and maintain its position as an institution of higher education. The 

goal of social efficiency was evident with FCC’s vocationalization efforts, especially during the 

early 1970s.  
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Based on status competition theory, the social mobility goal views schools as a means to 

the commodity of a credential, which is necessary to compete for limited positions in a stratified 

market structure. Education is primarily a private good and educational stratification is necessary 

for individual advancement. The social mobility goal was evident in the “college parallel” 

programs of the 1960s, which met student demands for transfer preparation into the university.  

Historical Development of Fairview Community College 

Early Roots  

As educational opportunity expanded in the nineteenth century, educational systems 

became increasingly stratified. In an effort to preserve the “pure” university and protect it from 

those “clamoring for access,” university presidents conceived of a “junior college” to prepare 

students for the university (Brint & Karabel 1989). Following the German model of junior and 

senior colleges, the first independent junior college was founded in 1901 in Joliet, Illinois in 

partnership with a local high school and the University of Chicago. Other states soon followed 

suit as this upward extension of high school established the first function of the junior college, 

the academic transfer function, which offered access to the university and social mobility. Since 

not all students were fit for the rigors of the university, junior colleges soon adopted another role 

of vocational education. The Smith-Hughes Act of 1917 provided funds for vocational education, 

which became concentrated in the junior colleges. During the 1920s and the Depression years, 

junior colleges focused on this socially efficient vocational mission to provide job training to 

ease unemployment. After World War II, junior colleges experienced an increase in enrollment 

due to the support of policy and the need for more higher educational options in the face of 

economic transformation. The G.I. Bill of 1944 offered educational funding to veterans, many of 

whom chose to attend the junior college. In 1948, the Truman Commission called for the 
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“creation of a network of public, community-based colleges to serve local needs” (Brint & 

Karabel 1989). With this emphasis on community needs, the junior college, in an attempt to 

escape its marginal “junior” status, changed its name to “community college.” From its origins, 

the junior college embodied a tension between transfer and vocational education.  

During the 1950s, states slowly adhered to the Truman Commission’s call for community 

college expansion. While California led the nation in the community college movement early, 

New York, Washington, Georgia, and Pennsylvania were also leaders in the movement during 

the 1950s. These states were involved in statewide planning, rather than scattered local initiatives 

that were occurring in other states. In this state, statewide planning took place in the capital and 

then was disseminated to targeted areas of the state. In the eastern part of the state, efforts were 

focused in major cities, with the establishment of the Committee on Higher Educational 

Opportunities. In December 1957, this committee submitted a report to the mayor calling for the 

“rapid development of two-year colleges” (Commission on Higher Education 1962). The city 

was following the national trend to open access and a democratic means to social mobility to 

students through the local community college.   

The Call for Higher Education Access in the 1960s  

As the baby boomers approached college age and social activism of the 1960s called for 

educational opportunity and equality, community colleges expanded into a national network with 

the opening of 497 new institutions (American Association of Community Colleges 2006). The 

figure below illustrates this nationwide growth.  
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Figure 4.1 Community College Growth Maps Nationwide 

Community College Growth by Decade 
1951-1960 

 

  

Community College Growth by Decade 

1961-1970 

 

  

 

 

This great enrollment surge exposed some of the tension between the transfer and 

vocational functions.  Students wanted to transfer to four-year colleges, using the affordable 

local community college as a “stepping stone,” while community colleges continued their 

vocationalization efforts to meet market needs and preserve their own niche in the competitive 

hierarchy of higher education (Brint & Karabel 1989). Community colleges often engaged in 

practices that diverted student aspirations into these vocational fields. This phenomenon is 

known as “cooling out,” a term coined in Burton Clark’s case study of California community 

colleges. Despite the community colleges’ efforts to push vocational education and social 
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efficiency, students in the 1960s demanded transfer education as a means to social mobility 

through the community college.  

Many states responded to these student demands for access to higher education. In this 

state, The Governor’s Committee of One Hundred for Better Education called for a statewide 

system of community colleges (The Governor’s Committee of One Hundred for Better Education 

1963). Comparing this state to others, the Committee’s report pointed out that it had no public 

community colleges, which was “a critical gap in our system of public education,” and was 

linked to a “loss of trained intelligence for the economy and culture.” Although the state had four 

private junior colleges, the Governor’s Committee cited several reasons for a system of publicly 

funded community colleges: the economic need for skilled workers, rising enrollment in four-

year colleges, and meeting the needs of “want-to-be students,” such as housewives and unskilled 

workers, through vocational training and adult education. Clearly, this “new kind of college” 

sought to meet the needs of various populations of transfer, vocational, and adult students. Each 

of these functions, or “general divisions,” was rooted in conflicting ideologies of democratic 

open access, social mobility, and social efficiency. 

Upon these recommendations from the Governor’s Committee, Senate Bill 612 was 

presented to the State Legislature in 1961 (The Governor’s Committee of One Hundred for 

Better Education 1963). This Bill called for the establishment of community colleges in 

designated districts with tax support. The Bill provisions stipulated that community colleges in 

the state be financially sound, offer a comprehensive program with an “open door policy” of 

admission, and called for multiplicity of sponsors, which could include local businesses, 

educators, and organizations. The State would share in operating costs by dividing two-thirds of 

the cost with the local sponsor. Due to the State’s hesitance to “put up even part of the funds” 
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and community groups’ hesitance, Senate Bill 612 did not reach the floor for debate (The 

Governor’s Committee of One Hundred for Better Education 1963). While the State continued 

its efforts to mobilize financial and legislative support, local initiatives were blooming in the 

state’s large cities. 

In this city, efforts to establish a community college began in the early 1960s. As a result 

of the Committee on Higher Educational Opportunities’ 1957 recommendation, the mayor 

approved the establishment of the City Commission on Higher Education in 1960. An appointed 

chairman, along with 21 educational, business, and civic leaders evaluated the higher educational 

needs of the community. To complete this study, the Commission formed a Committee on Post-

High School Facilities and Programs. In 1961, this Committee recommended the establishment 

of a two-year college in the city to “provide a terminal program of technical study, transfer 

certification for those who wish for a baccalaureate degree at another institution, and adult 

education” (Commission on Higher Education 1962). The Commission on Higher Education 

adopted this report and unanimously supported a motion that a sub-committee be appointed to 

“design and develop formulae and programs for implementing the community college program 

as proposed.” This Committee on Ways and Means of Establishing a Two-Year Community 

College unanimously recommended a community-wide college for the city, called for popular 

sentiment, and requested legislative action from City Council, the State Government 

Commission, and the General Assembly. In terms of function, the Committee on Ways and 

Means recommended that the community college should be “of collegiate caliber for qualified 

students” and consist of “both college parallel and technical programs ” (Commission on Higher 

Education 1962). This report laid the foundation for the establishment of FCC and called for both 

academic and vocational functions. From its inception, FCC was founded as an institution with 
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conflicting missions rooted in both democratic equality and social efficiency. This report was 

submitted to the mayor in 1962 and the city began plans to open its community college.  

Meanwhile, in the state capital, there was still debate surrounding state support for 

community colleges (Flaherty 1963). In 1963, a new administration sought legislation for 

community colleges. A new House bill stipulated that the state would provide tuition and capital 

expenditures support for community colleges. Local initiatives in four counties eagerly awaited 

state aid so that they could implement their pending plans. Despite the local commitment and 

public support from various organizations for community colleges, there was some resistance. 

The State Association of Private Business Schools asked the Governor to veto the House bill, 

citing “a tremendous burden on taxpayers” (The Bulletin 1963). The organization of 110 

business schools felt that community colleges would duplicate their educational efforts, for 

which they were not receiving state support. Religiously affiliated colleges also raised questions 

about the bill, expressing “very active discontent” (Binzen 1963). Since religiously affiliated 

schools, like the business schools, were excluded from state support, they too voiced concerns 

about the “haphazard fashion” of the subsidy program (Binzen 1963). This opposition was the 

minority and the House bill eventually passed.  

One of the major reasons that the State finally came through with aid for community 

colleges was the passage of the Higher Education Facilities Act of 1963, a federal higher 

education aid bill signed by President Johnson. This Federal bill promised over $42 million in 

construction grants to colleges in the state, the third largest appropriation in the nation (Binzen 

1963). To receive the funds, states had to pay one-third of the building costs.  Two-year colleges 

only received $10 million, compared to the $32 million designated for four-year colleges. Later 

that year, community colleges did receive more federal financial support with the passage of the 
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Vocational Act of 1963, which provided funding for postsecondary vocational or technical 

terminal education. As a result, states had to expand the vocational function of community 

colleges in order to supplement federal funding. Statewide, community college legislation had to 

be amended that placed the expenditure emphasis on a ratio of 70-30 in favor of vocational 

education (Binzen 1964). There was some criticism of this formula. The president of the state 

capital’s community college criticized the state’s $1,000 per pupil limit on operating expenses 

and the 70-30 funding formula in favor of vocational education, saying, “You can’t legislate 

what kids want to study” (Binzen 1964). Although there were some critics and the original 

charter in the city called for all three types of education, federal and state funding formulas were 

now forcing community colleges to favor the socially efficient vocational function in order to get 

more funding and economically survive.  

Fairview Community College is Established  

Despite the imperfections of federal and state funding, the city proceeded with its plans 

for establishing a community college once the funds were approved. In 1963, the Commission on 

Higher Education appointed the Community College Committee, which submitted “A Guide for 

the Establishment of the Community College” to the mayor (Commission on Higher Education 

1964). The Committee outlined financial, curricular, and organizational details for the 

establishment of FCC. In regard to the curricular goals, the report listed five objectives: technical 

education, transfer education, education for adults, community services, and counseling and 

guidance. The language of the document seemed to favor technical education, citing 

technological changes requiring technical training, with much description and Department of 

Labor support. This social efficiency emphasis was partially due to the changes in funding that 

favored vocational education. Transfer education, on the other hand, had a brief one-sentence 
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description: “To provide the first two years of college instruction for students planning to 

transfer to four-year institutions.” There was no mention of specific four-year colleges or 

articulation agreements. The social mobility goal of using the community college as a “stepping 

stone” to the university seemed to be waning. The community service and adult education goals 

were separated, but still encompassed the democratic goals and commitment to the community. 

So far, FCC was embracing the three contradictory goals of education.  

The fifth objective cited in the document, counseling and guidance, was an addition that 

was not mentioned in any of the previous state or local planning reports. This goal stated: “To 

interpret the educational programs of the college to the students, to encourage the students to 

select goals and undertake programs consistent with their abilities, and to provide opportunities 

for students to receive assistance with their educational or personal problems.” This function 

reflects how FCC planned to face the contradictions of the community college. By encouraging 

students to “select a program consistent with their abilities,” they could divert students’ 

aspirations into the vocational track, despite the students’ desire for transfer. This is an example 

of the cooling out practices for which community colleges were criticized (Pincus 1980, 

Zwerling 1976). Others viewed cooling out as functional, since it was a socially efficient way to 

manage students’ unrealistic ambitions in the context of market realities (Clark 1960). The other 

half of the counseling goal called for assistance for students with academic and personal 

problems. This goal embodied democratic equality by providing all students, regardless of 

background issues, the opportunity to succeed. This additional goal demonstrated how FCC, 

before its establishment, recognized its contradictory functions and planned for a way to handle 

them through “counseling” practices.  
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Despite these contradictions, Fairview Community College was founded in 1964, 

following the steps of the state capital’s community college, which opened earlier that year. With 

plans to begin classes in September 1965, FCC faced some opposition. In February 1965, a local 

lawyer proposed a voter referendum on the question of community colleges in the state (The 

Bulletin 1965). Citing the financial burden on taxpayers, the suit threatened to delay the opening 

of FCC and two other local community colleges. After much litigation, it did not impede the 

progress of FCC. State professors from four-year colleges also presented challenges. Since a 

major university system had recently expanded with their “branch campus” system, which 

opponents felt were better suited than community colleges to meet students’ transfer needs, they 

perceived community colleges as competing with these 15 branch campuses (Binzen 1965). The 

state university president questioned the academic readiness of community college graduates and 

pointed out that state university branch campuses offer central administration, no loss of credits 

upon transfer, and better qualified faculty for “young people pursuing a serious academic career” 

(Albrook 1965). While other four-year colleges were supportive, this large state university “has 

sown seeds of doubt about the community college as an effective means of education” (The 

Bulletin 1967).   

Indeed, the media did portray community colleges as lower-strata institutions of higher 

education. Editorials in the local papers described FCC as an institution to serve “youngsters 

who may have college capabilities but who, for environmental and other reasons, have not done 

superior in high school” or those “late bloomers” that want a “less demanding pace” (The 

Bulletin 1967). The public recognized that community colleges were not four-year, degree- 

granting institutions. Before FCC even started classes, it faced criticism from taxpayers, 

challenges from the state university system questioning academic viability, and media portrayal 
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as institutions that were not academically inclined. These forces, in addition to funding favoring 

vocational education, seemed to formalize FCC’s role as a socially efficient vocational 

institution that reproduces class structures, rather than an open access means to a baccalaureate 

degree.  

Despite the opponents, there were many supporters. The mayor, several local and labor 

organizations, and the governor supported the city’s new community college. The mayor voiced 

his support of community colleges in 1966: “A city must be involved in education…if it is to 

meet the challenges of the times and its citizens. Support of higher education is not an act of 

charity; it is a necessity for municipal survival. A modern city needs trained people more and 

more each day” (The Bulletin 1966). Even the mayor’s affirmation of community colleges has a 

social efficiency tone to it that stresses the greater good. Dougherty (1994) theorized that these 

government officials will support constituents’ beliefs in educational opportunity and economic 

growth in self-interest for re-election. FCC matched constituents’ beliefs in educational 

opportunity and satisfied business demands for technical workers to fuel economic growth. 

Politically, educational opportunity could not be refuted, especially with the passage of the 

Higher Educational Act of 1965, which substantially opened access to higher education, 

strengthening  “developing institutions,” like the two-year colleges, which received 22% of the 

funding (Dougherty 1994). This federal aid increased from $10.9 million in 1949 to $104.1 

million in 1969. However, under this guise of equal access, many baccalaureate aspirants were 

“seduced away from their initial ambitions” through “counseling” practices and additional 

vocational funding (Dougherty 1994).  

In the midst of this controversy, FCC managed to start classes on time. The new Board of 

Trustees appointed the first president of FCC. On September 23, 1965, FCC opened for classes 
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in a downtown building, an accessible and “ethnically neutral location.” Seven hundred full-time 

and five hundred part-time students enrolled. A professor at FCC since 1967 perceived these 

early students as “wanting better jobs, promotions, and improved situations.” Many students 

proved this social mobility desire by enrolling in transfer courses, despite pressures favoring 

vocational education. Compared to other community colleges, FCC remained relatively 

committed to its transfer function. The first class graduated from FCC in 1967. From 1965 to 

1968, there was an also abundance of faculty hiring in anticipation of the growing enrollment. 

The faculty did not reflect the diversity and changing demographics of the city, as most of them 

were White. One professor at FCC since its opening describes a department’s commitment to 

diversity as hiring a White woman with a degree from somewhere other than a local city 

university. As the city’s demographics changed in the late 1960s, FCC would have to adjust. 

Growing Pains and Adjustment in the 1970s  

The contradictions and controversy that characterized the events leading up to FCC’s 

opening continued into the 1970s. In 1970, the Commission on Higher Education made the 

community college the centerpiece for its call for universal access to higher education. The 

Commission believed that “access to higher education should be expanded so that there will be 

an opportunity within the total system of higher education in each state for each high school 

graduate” (Dougherty 1994). Statewide, the Commission recommended the opening of six more 

public community colleges by 1980 (Schwartz 1970). The recommendations called for a 

guaranteed enrollment policy, financial assistance, and more state financial support. While the 

rhetoric of democratic opportunity for higher education and open access was notable, the 

emphasis on vocational education and social efficiency continued. The Higher Education Act of 

1972 provided funds to community colleges for vocational education, stipulating that the funds 
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could not be used for professional or baccalaureate-level education. The media in the early 1970s 

also portrayed a market saturated with college graduates, with images of four-year graduates 

driving taxicabs, and characterized vocational education as the key to economic growth (Brint & 

Karabel 1989). With these media portrayals, policy, and a changing economic structure, 

community colleges eventually increased the number of vocational degrees from 42.6% in 1970 

to 62.5% in 1980 (Brint & Karabel 1989). The social efficiency goal seemed to prevail during 

this time with the increased emphasis on vocational education, while many of the able students at 

FCC transferred out before getting a degree. 

FCC saw the effects of these larger changes. As FCC grew and attracted more vocational 

students, the small downtown building became frustrating for students and faculty (Schwartz 

1970).  In 1972, the U.S. Government donated a large building for FCC’s new permanent 

campus. After some renovations, classes started there in 1973. In the early 1970s, due to changes 

in federal and state funding and student aid, FCC cut back on hiring full-time faculty and relied 

more heavily on adjuncts. The full-time faculty strengthened their union and went on strike 

several times, due to changes in academic governance, wages, working conditions, and contract 

issues. In the 1970s, there were three faculty work stoppages. Under the State Federation of 

Teachers, the Faculty Federation at FCC fought for their rights, eventually including adjunct 

faculty. FCC was the first community college in the state to include adjunct faculty in their 

union.  

 In addition to internal struggles, FCC was situated within the city, which was 

experiencing changing demographics and economics. From 1950s to the 1980s, massive 

deindustrialization took place as the service sector became more prominent. The steady 

population decline since 1950 was painfully obvious by the 1970s. In the 1970s, the city’s share 
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of jobs fell below 50% and the city was divided by race. A professor who has been at FCC for 38 

years explained his perception of the changing demographics over the years: 

There’s been a lot of change in the student population over the years. When I started here, 
the college was one-third Jewish. We had probably a much better prepared group of 
students. We had a much more committed group that knew how to study. But the 
population has changed. We’re here as a transition, taking students out of the public 
school system who are not really prepared.  

 
After the surge of the 1960s, community college enrollments slacked off. Community 

colleges in the state tried to “retain the pool of students they have claimed for their own—

namely, the socially and economically disadvantaged youngsters that other schools never wanted 

until recently” (Innerst 1974). Because of the changing demographics and market conditions in 

the city, FCC adjusted by increasing vocational education and expanding its third function, that 

of adult and community education. FCC began meeting the needs of these “economically 

disadvantaged youngsters” by offering GED courses, adult enrichment courses, and community 

interest courses. In an effort to supplement funding in the face of lower enrollment, they also 

reached out to businesses to provide workforce training. The “open doors” of FCC and many 

other community colleges vastly expanded their functions during the 1970s in order to survive 

institutionally. In 1975, on FCC’s ten-year anniversary, the college President recognized FCC’s 

growth from going from “absolute zero to 10,700 students and 320 full-time faculty” (Nazzaro 

1975). In his comments, he echoed the changing role of FCC due to the changes in the city: “I 

am gratified because of the educational opportunities we have opened up to so many people who 

otherwise may not have gone to college…like students from families with no exposure to higher 

education, welfare recipients, and those living in poverty.” The president pointed out that 70% of 

FCC graduates went on to a four-year college. This rhetoric offers the opportunity of social 

mobility to its students and encourages transfer, despite personal difficulties. Even though FCC 
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had better transfer rates than other community colleges then, high attrition rates represented the 

majority of students, who dropped out due to background or institutional factors. This reality is 

representative of the social efficiency role that the community college has as an institution that is 

“second best,” locked into a subordinate position, and sorts students into a stratified social and 

economic structure (Zwerling 1976). 

Struggling with Contradictory Functions  

The development of FCC from 1960 to 1975 is representative of the larger struggle that 

community colleges have faced with their contradictory functions. FCC in the 1960s offered 

access to a baccalaureate degree and social mobility through its transfer function. However, as 

the constraints of funding, pressures from multiple stakeholders, and the reality of social and 

economic inequalities increased, FCC had to adjust and institutionally survive by emphasizing 

vocational education and creating opportunities through community education. The reality of 

class structures is at the root of the community college’s problems. “The debate over mission, 

identity, and the constant search for a new market can be understood as a process of gradual and 

uneven adjustment to this reality” (Brint & Karabel 1989). With three differentiated and 

mutually incompatible goals, “those who struggled to make its democratic promise a reality have 

faced formidable obstacles.” While community colleges have had some successes, there has been 

no aggregate effect on democratizing access to higher education. FCC, like most other 

community colleges, has had to succumb to its social efficiency function while continuing to 

advocate democratic equality and social mobility. The result is a contradictory and ambiguous 

institution that embodies the ideological conflict between equal opportunity and the needs of a 

capitalist economy.  These contradictions, in addition to facing urban challenges, have shaped 
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FCC and made it what it is today, a community college with good intentions but many 

institutional limitations.  

What are the Institutional Limitations at Fairview? 

  Given Fairview’s history as an institution established amidst much controversy and 

contradiction regarding its function, it is not surprising that the institution has some limitations 

that negatively influence student outcomes. As Freire reminds us, “limit situations” are 

“impediments to transforming action,” such as transforming students into successful college 

graduates, despite all odds. Although unsuccessful student departure can be attributed to micro-

level factors, such as underpreparedness or background issues of the student, and vary by 

program, the focus of this chapter is the macro-level issues that contribute to the institutional 

limitations at FCC. It should be emphasized that these limitations present unintended 

consequences, one of which is cooling out student aspirations. Of course, FCC does not 

intentionally cool out student aspiration, but given the multiple challenges it faces, the institution 

handles these as best it can, sometimes producing unintentional side effects. The following 

section describes macro-level issues, which affect all programs and students. These issues should 

be understood as the backdrop in examining differences between the programs and how heating 

up has the potential to occur within this context. 

Bureaucracy and Institutional Confusion 

 The most common institutional issue raised by the faculty and students at FCC is the 

bureaucracy, institutional confusion, and resulting miscommunication. Students express the most 

frustration with trying to navigate the bureaucracy of an academic institution. Students talk about 

“all of those offices that are supposed to help students” being slow, ineffective, and inconsistent. 

A transfer student from a four-year institution requested a waiver of a pre-requisite course based 
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on her previous college coursework. She describes this waiver process as taking almost a year, 

“like pulling teeth.” Another student, who transferred in from a four-year institution and was 

attempting to take an overload of credits, expresses her frustration:  

I got approved for an overload and I had to walk across campus I think 17 times, see 17 
different people, see two advisors. I was approved by three different people. I got to the 
registrar and they wouldn’t let me take [the course]. By the time I was done with all that, 
I said, ‘Forget it! I will take it in the fall.’ So I only have two classes this semester. I was 
dropped from the other class because there weren’t enough people. So after running 
around campus all day, I still ended up with the two classes I was allowed anyway!  
 
Students also express frustration with financial aid being confusing and unable to help, 

even by simply offering a list of lenders from which to choose. “They can’t even send you in the 

right direction.” A professor explains that students “sign up, they think they’re all set to come to 

class and then Financial Aid just drops them like a fishcake! They can owe $1, there can be a 

glitch in the system, they remove them from their classes and then…they can’t get back in.” A 

student from a four-year college feels that the financial aid situation is “bad at all the colleges.” 

Some professors view these financial aid issues as the students’ responsibilities. “It’s the 

students’ fault really. They wait until the last minute. They’re not being told April 15 do your 

taxes, do your FAFSA. That should be it.” Students are often overwhelmed with the 

complications of financial aid. One professor recognizes that “it’s even worse now with the loan 

situation…community colleges are not getting loans. Banks are walking away from them. The 

financial aid I think is the biggest issue.” It seems that the problem is partially the students, 

partially the institution, and partially the intricacies of the FAFSA process. 

 Even when financial aid is in place, there are also problems registering. In person, 

students deal with people that “are not happy to be there.” They are told that they cannot register 

for courses, often because either the student self-advised or the advisor was mistaken, resulting 
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in another run-around before registering for the correct classes. If they choose to register online, 

there are other problems, as one student describes online registration:  

You have to pay within 24 hours, which is not specified on there. If you do not make the 
payment within 24 hours, they will drop your class. Even if you make the payment within 
25 hours, they’ll still drop you from your classes. You have to drive all the way down to 
the college, find an advisor and do it all over again…I live [far away] and to drive down 
here with the price of gas to be here for five minutes for something I could have done at 
home online. It’s very frustrating and when you call for help, they tell you to come down 
here. That’s their only answer.  

 

Students that make it to class are then lost in the enormous institution. One professor 

literally spends the first two weeks of class having students stop at her door asking where the 

computer lab is because the posted signs are misleading and students do not use the map. 

“Finally I end up closing my door because I can’t be interrupted. But I’m the first open door that 

they see, so they stop in constantly.” Like the open door of community college, it is eventually 

closed when so many people are taken in by institutional confusion.  

Part of the reason for the institutional confusion at Fairview is due to organizational 

disconnect and poor communication between departments. A long-time professor describes her 

experience with Disability Services, which coordinates reasonable accommodations and 

academic adjustments for qualified students with disabilities: “We have a wonderful center for 

disability here at the college but feel a little bit like they’re an island.” This concept of various 

departments being “islands” is certainly perceived by students who get mixed messages from 

advisors, registrars, and financial aid. Other professors perceive open communication between 

faculty and administration, but this is lost when it comes to students. Although coordination of 

communication is a challenge in every large bureaucratic organization, the problem is recognized 

and there are scattered attempts to address it, especially surrounding services that impact student 
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persistence and success. It seems like communication is uneven and sending contradictory 

messages, which is typical for the community college. 

Fairview has made some institutional efforts to alleviate the confusion for new students. 

One student finds workshops on key topics, like preparing for finals and getting financial aid, 

useful, but not all students know about them. The college is also revamping orientation. A full-

time faculty member, who is very involved in the new orientation, describes it with excitement. 

“Instead of previous years where students simply took a tour of the campus, we are trying to 

make it more interactive and convey some the basic student skills that professors expect.” They 

are trying to be more student-centered, even when it comes to the food. The professor on this 

committee elaborates:  

They have fresh cut fruit and Danish. Students don’t want to eat Danish. All the teachers 
eat the Danish and the students go for the soda or Hawaiian punch or whatever’s in the 
cans. So I said, ‘Maybe we should have something different, some other kind of finger 
food. More student-centered.’  
 

After observing and evaluating past orientations, the committee plans for the students to be in 

groups in which the students can sit with the professors and put a face to the major. “The 

teachers should be sitting with the students with a sign that says ‘I’m Accounting, I’m Office 

Administration, I’m Marketing’…Sit in that area and sit and talk to them.” In this case, face-to-

face contact and informal student-faculty interactions would begin in the orientation.  

Other professors remain skeptical about orientation:  

They’re working on the orientations. I guess for years, it kind of fell apart. I think the 
kids need orientations. With our students, the participation rates are very low. When I 
went to college, you had to go to orientation. If you didn’t go to orientation, you didn’t go 
to school. Here, we’d probably lose half our freshman class.  
 

This professor used to organize an Open House for students in his program. Despite doing fliers 

and having computers, advising, food, giveaways, and gift certificates, they had a very poor 
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turnout and finally gave it up after five semesters. It remains to be seen whether the new 

approach to orientation will be successful in raising students’ awareness of the services at FCC.  

Another way the college has attempted to improve communication is by instituting a 

college-wide email system, in which everyone has a college email address. This way, students 

can check their financial aid status, receive important reminders about dates, and have an 

accessible means for their professors to contact them. Although administration has been pushing 

the system and faculty has been using it and mentioning it in class, students are “a little resistant” 

to using it. Like many macro-level solutions, the message needs to be conveyed on the micro 

level and the students have to buy into it.  

Even though the professors know that students are unaware of the resources and bear 

some of the responsibility, they too are frustrated by institutional confusion at FCC. A Paralegal 

professor explains the difficulty of trying to coordinate the accelerated program, which runs on 

10-week blocks instead of the full semester blocks. Their classes are taking place sometimes 

when the college is closed. Students call in and are told that the college is closed, despite the 

professor repeatedly making arrangements for these students.  

We still have students that get lost between the cracks. Students…heard the day classes 
weren’t meeting because it was Professional Development Day, [so they were] calling the 
school and being told there was no class. And the week before, we had inclement 
weather…so they now missed two classes…I’m sorry you can’t take the class if you’ve 
missed two classes…You don’t want to tell a student that. That could have been avoided 
if the college was on board with that. I have to put a sign up on the library door…all of 
those things that I feel like I shouldn’t have to be thinking about. That’s the one place I 
feel like the college could be more supportive. 

 

Another program at the college has been trying to create an online course. The course has 

been developed for two years and the professor has been waiting for the technical support to get 

it up and running. “[The computer support team] is very good at it, but [the college] gives them a 
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course load that is overloaded. [We] couldn’t hear from people for three months!” This delay is 

frustrating for the program, which was criticized at a Board of Trustees meeting for not making 

progress in completing the online course. A professor involved in designing the course explains 

her frustrations:  

It took me 2 ½ years to write the first distance learning course…I got no support from 
anybody. I got no extended time, no overload time, I got nothing. I got the privilege of 
teaching the course…I kept saying, there’s an enormous body of research to support a 
hybrid. I know our students, I know their technology skills are really limited and I knew 
that a hybrid would really be the best methodology to deliver this course, the best vehicle 
to deliver the course. And at every turn, I was turned away and told, 'No this course was 
going to be straight online.’ So that’s what I did. After doing it…they decided hybrids are 
probably the best way to go. But the course is already ready to go, it’s already in place. 
And I know I’m setting the students up for failure. Everything is a blame game here. 
 

So the faculty can certainly identify with students’ frustrations with a large college bureaucracy.  

A few professors have attributed the problems to bureaucracy and leadership at the 

college, which has created a negative work environment for some.  

It’s a very difficult climate to work in, tremendously. On a personal note, I have been 
extraordinarily frustrated, to the point of, if it weren’t for the students and the faculty in 
the [my] program, I don’t know why I would be here. And sometimes I’m not sure why I 
should stay. I don’t know how to solve the problem, I don’t think the problem is solvable, 
unless you get rid of the leadership. No one is held accountable except for the faculty. It’s 
very toxic and very unpleasant work environment, except for being with the students and 
[my program] faculty. 

 
 

Certainly this is not the sentiment shared by all of the professors. Almost all of the faculty 

participants are satisfied with their experiences at FCC, describing it as “a pleasure to work 

here,” “like a family,” and “grateful to be a part of it.” This exception to the generally positive 

faculty sentiment reminds us that Fairview as an institution has some issues that result in 

unpleasant experiences for both students and faculty.  
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Professors recognize that “it’s a big job” to change institutions and they are seeing steps. 

Professors vary on their views of the institutional issues, mainly based on their experiences. For 

example, an adjunct professor sees the bureaucratic issues on the periphery:  

Where it seems to fall down, and it’s probably because this is an enormous school, is 
[students] get frustrated with the bureaucracy. That’s the thing I’ve heard expressed. 
Grades aren’t gotten in on time so they can’t get their financial stuff or they can’t transfer 
because the transcript isn’t completed yet. So it’s that type of bureaucratic stuff. They 
have trouble online trying to register because the…system crashes or something like that. 
So the majority of the complaints I hear are of the administrative nature, not really 
substantive part of it. 
 

But this full-timer sees more impact from these administrative issues:  

I know that every college institutionally has many pieces that don’t fit, but I think that 
what concerns me is that the voice of the students is not heard. I hear this all of the time. 
It’s one thing if you’re well-educated, you can navigate the system, or you can go seek 
other employment, but when these students are really relying on the registrar, you know 
day to day things, operational functions, and they can’t answers or responses that are 
beneficial to them, that’s very dismaying. 
 
These frustrations on the institutional level are unavoidable in most large bureaucracies 

but the consequences at the community college are especially poignant since they often lead to 

cooling out the aspirations of a vulnerable population. A few students and faculty recognize that 

“poor customer service” adds to the bureaucratic problems. A professor notices, “An awful lot of 

people our students bump into treat them rudely, flat out nasty.” The staff is unionized, which 

may present an additional barrier in addressing workers with poor customer service skills. An 

economics professor describes his realization of how these negative experiences affect students 

while teaching his class about how monopolistic corporations compete through services:  

I asked [my class]: ‘Could you think of a business where the service was not good?’ A 
hand flew up, ‘FCC.’ In particular, admissions and financial aid. They don’t understand 
the financial aid part and sometimes they end up having a bad experience. It’s not 
necessarily what the college did, but what they didn’t do. Whether it wasn’t articulated 
properly to them or they didn’t understand and didn’t follow thorough, they came out 
with a very bad experience. There is a lot at this institution. 
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It is not FCC or the student, but it resulted in a bad experience, an institutional unintended 

consequences that invariably cools out student ambition and often leads to attrition.  

Despite the negativity and inevitability of bureaucratic red tape, the faculty and students 

at FCC are quite creative and optimistic in offering possible solutions. The faculty makes the 

following suggestions to reduce institutional confusion: an improved and more comprehensive 

Freshman Year Orientation to familiarize students with the school; more widespread publicity 

and use of the Student Handbook; making general texts more available in the bookstore, in 

addition to ordering enough textbooks for students at the beginning of the semester; a good map 

of the college. To keep up with changes, one professor suggests using new faculty as 

troubleshooters. “I think when you have people here that have been here as long as some people 

here have been, they don’t even think about it. They don’t have the same view as someone new 

coming in. Sometimes it takes someone new coming in to point out the little things.” 

Students also make the following suggestions to reduce institutional confusion. First and 

foremost, especially for potential students, they want accessible phone numbers. “If you call the 

main number, you’re going to be redirected to the automated guy 20 times before you’re hung up 

on. The chances of you speaking to anyone, I mean you can press ‘0’ to talk to the operator but 

they direct you to security and they put you on hold.” Although vague, several students feel that 

administration needs to be improved: “In terms of the administration being accessible, they need 

to tighten up their management…from the top down. They need to make sure that each of the 

department heads, whether it’s the evaluation office, or registration, that they are managing their 

people effectively. Some customer service would help.”  

These suggestions are worthwhile but the one solution that was echoed by faculty and 

students repeatedly had to do with assistance on the micro level, the student-faculty interactions 
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that take place to navigate within the inevitable confusion of higher education bureaucracy, the 

“information networks” that begin in the classroom (Karp, Hughes & O’Gara 2008). Some 

professors “try to help [students] cut through some of the red tape…at least directing them to the 

right person. Cut through some of that bureaucratic stuff.” Students get frustrated when 

administrators and staff do not return calls or emails, and end up going to the department heads 

“to fight [their] battles. Not because [they aren’t] willing but because [they don’t] know who else 

to talk to.” One student had a problem with financial aid and almost had her classes dropped. She 

approached the chair of the program and reports, “he was a great help to me. When I had hurdles 

and obstacles to overcome, I felt as though he had my back.” Because the classroom is the main 

point of contact for community college students and the professor is often the only person they 

can talk to at the college to get answers, the role of student-faculty interactions should be 

considered a starting point in alleviating some of the unintended consequences that accompany 

this bureaucracy. 

Advisement 

 Advisement is the institutional issue that certainly causes much confusion and has the 

most detrimental consequences in terms of a student’s aspirations. In gaining access to FCC, 

students are already confused by the bureaucratic issues described above. Then when it comes 

time to begin coursework, the institutional confusion is compounded by ambiguity of 

advisement. One professor, who handles much of her program’s advisement, describes the major 

problem as “academic deterioration, where they go for so long and they’re not getting their 

goals.” These students either self-advise, trying to follow the catalog, or take courses they think 

they need. Although they are accumulating credits, these students are not making efficient 

progress toward their goal of degree completion. Their academic goal is deteriorated by wasting 
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courses, time, and money, which often leads to frustration. 

Among the faculty, advisement is a contentious issue. For years, the FCC faculty contract 

had a clause about all full-time faculty conducting six hours of academic advisement per 

semester. This clause was never enforced until recently. Now all full-time professors are held to 

their six hours, although there is great variation between programs in how advisement is handled.  

Some programs handle their own advisement, far exceeding the six hours required by the 

contract. Other programs rely on the general academic advisors and the professors may just do 

their six hours, mostly seeing their own students. Consequently, the amount and quality of 

advisement varies greatly for the students.  

 Several factors complicate advisement. The advisement office recently lost their long-

time director, a move that upset many of the professors, and is “still in disarray.” The college 

catalog “confuses people. [It] is academically how [advisors] evaluate…but it means nothing to 

the student.” New majors are also unavailable in current catalogs, “so unless [a student] happens 

to be in a professor’s office and see it lying around or something, they’re not well-posted. If 

they’re not on the website, [students] don’t know where they are.” Even the early 

warning/academic probation system, which is designed to catch students in danger of failing, 

does not catch everyone. Advisors “see students with below a 2.0…they’ve been here for years 

carrying a 1.6, they should be on probation.” A professor who is very involved with advisement 

feels that FCC “should ramp that up a little bit so they’re catching more.” Another professor 

worries that the increase in online registration “circumvents advising.”  

The professors’ comprehension of advisement varies greatly. Some are confused with 

advisement, which may explain the errors when it comes time to register, and others are very 

proficient and do advisement for the college, their program, as well as their required six hours.  
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A few professors feel like advisement is effective and that “the problem is that a lot of students 

choose not to see advisors. They make bad decisions…. they didn’t go through channels.” 

However, most professors recognize that students “do not get the right structure when they first 

sign up,” and they want to help them be efficient. “You have to keep in mind the cost, even 

though community college is inexpensive as colleges go, the money is still an issue for the 

students. Looking at where they can transfer to, the best use of their courses, so they’re taking 

courses that will help them. That’s the advising piece of it.” 

Students, at least the participants in this study, are very clear about their problems with 

advisement. Most students begin with general advising their first year, where many of them 

report being told to take unnecessary classes or classes that are “the bottom of the barrel, the crap 

that no one wants,” and eventually self-advise or get help from the program. These students 

report seeing one key person, usually a professor in their program, or in one case, a good general 

advisor, who gave them a “game plan” or road map to follow. Even a self-advised student, who 

would “rather have the choosing of courses to be in [his] hands because [he doesn’t] like an 

outside person having too much control over what’s going in unless they really know what 

they’re talking about,” did receive some “quick and dirty” program advisement from the chair of 

his program. Other students do it on the web and e-mail faculty to double check their work. 

Because of their initial dissatisfaction with general advisement, desire to self-advise, or being in 

a program that conducts its own advisement, advisement for students is not at all uniform and in 

many cases, ineffective.  

The students, especially those with no clear major or goal, need clear advisement. One 

first-year student describes how he chose his summer typing class:  

I just wanted to learn how to type. I went to one of the computer labs and I noticed that I 
was like this (one finger typing) and everybody in there like (five-finger typing). I was 
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embarrassed. I asked the guy [working at the computer lab] if there was a typing class 
and he said ‘Yeah.’ When I went to sign up for the summer classes, I said ‘I want to learn 
how to type.’ [The person at registration] said ‘Office Admin.’ So, OK. I didn’t know it 
was all that. I thought I was just going to learn how to type and be done with it. It’s so 
much other stuff I didn’t want to learn, that I didn’t need to learn.  
 

He is disappointed with the class because it is more than he bargained for, explaining that 

learning how to write business correspondence is “not what he signed up for.” In addition, this 

group of students assumes that “everything should transfer,” without knowing the intricacies of 

transfer to various programs at different institutions. Without knowing the content of the courses 

and having a roadmap for academic progress, it is easy to see how many students take 

unnecessary credits or get lost when self-advising or receiving incorrect advisement.  

 When asked about possible solutions to aid in the advisement issues, both faculty and 

students cite solutions that involve faculty or program involvement. The chair of a larger 

program would like to have an advisement link on the program web page that includes a break-

down of ideal courses for first year and second year so that self-advised students can have 

accurate information. Some professors suggest more training and getting more involved with 

advisement. As one professor, who is a long-time visiting lecturer, explains:   

You have to get involved. You have to stay with it semester after semester and be 
familiar with course content and curriculum. And you have to be careful. You want to 
steer the student in the right direction. Luckily, I share this office with a lady that works 
in the advising office, so she is such an expert. So if I have any problems, of course I go 
to her immediately.  
 

Being involved and having advisement support are some the most common solutions mentioned.   

Other programs, such as the Paralegal Studies Program and Early Childhood Education 

Program, take a more proactive approach by handling all of their own student advisement. A 

full-time Paralegal professor, who conducts much of the advisement in her program, explains a 

typical scenario and why program advisement is so crucial:     
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I was just reviewing a student that had been on academic probation. Luckily, she came in 
to see me and I pulled up her record and it was a mess. She had D’s and F’s and stuff. So 
I was looking at one of her semesters and she had to take some of the Paralegal courses 
again because of the D’s and the drops. She was taking a semester of business law and an 
advanced justice course. And I said, ‘Why’d you take that?’ She said ‘I went to general 
advising and that’s what they told me to take’…They do nothing for [her] program and 
she failed them both. I never would have given [her] these. So it’s really wrong. They 
will be misadvised if they don’t come to us.  

 

In the Early Childhood Education Program, the professors actually bring advisement sheets into 

the introductory course and spend class time going over course requirements for the program.  

Students report getting the most clear and helpful advice from their professors and the 

program. In suggesting how to solve problems with general advisement, a student sums up the 

importance of faculty versus general advisement:  

Maybe clue [staff] in as much as the professors are. They need to be clued in because it 
really doesn’t seem like they know…I guess because the administrative staff has no idea 
about the academic stuff. They’re just going to tell you the computer’s flagging me. They 
have no idea why, so you need to go straighten it out but they don’t know where to send 
you. So you’re basically left to…go back to the office you started at. It would be much 
easier if you just registered with your department. 
 

Several other students report getting the “run-around” from general advisement or the registrar. 

A student describes the general advisors as “nice, they try to help you but they don’t always 

know what they’re talking about, especially with [my major].” These students end up going to 

the program faculty or self-advising. Those that seek program advisement, especially in a 

program that had well-organized advisement, seem to be the most clear about their academic 

progression. The ways in which the various programs handle advisement, given the institutional 

limitations, is one of the major differences in how they reach students and have the potential to 

heat up their aspirations.   
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One professor describes a recent effort that is under review in which a committee 

recommended the possibility that professors have a small group of students and stay with them 

for advisement during their time at FCC.  

Six or seven students stay with that person, to make the telephone calls, email them, meet 
regularly once a week to hear their complaints, their gripes, their frustrations, and let 
them know that you are a viable part of the school and so am I and we are here to assist 
you. We are not here to see you be uncomfortable and just give up. We want you to 
succeed. 
 

Although this proposal would be included in the contractual six hours, the professor admits that 

“there are some restrictions when you are in an institution that has organizations and unions, that 

you just can’t make your own policy. You can’t work against the system, you have to work with 

the system.” This sentiment is a perfect example of working within the confines of institutional 

limitations. This professor seems to share Freire’s idea that there are always obstacles but the 

solution lies with how it is perceived. It remains to be seen whether this dedicated group 

advisement will come to fruition but it is a step in the right direction by recognizing that students 

need consistency and follow-up when it comes to advisement.  

Remediation 

 When students are registering for their classes, many are required to take remedial classes 

first. Although it can be argued that remediation or the student’s underpreparedness is more of a 

background issue or K-12 issue, the way in which the issue is handled presents another 

institutional challenge. Many professors notice that their students are academically unprepared 

and unsuccessful. One professor theorizes that “the public school system [does not have] the 

resources or ability to deal with all of the social problems that these kids come with.” As a result, 

FCC is left to handle remediation, staying true to its open access mission. However, remediation 
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is an issue that affects college-level classes as well. An accounting professor attributes his poor 

student outcomes to the problems of remediation and the institutional policy of prerequisites.   

Basic skills minimum can jump into first level accounting courses, unfortunately. We 
need to have our students take a math level course that has a little more algebra and 
decimals. They pass that basic math but they can’t do the work. Their math level 
prohibits them. That’s a major problem…I allow calculators and some don’t know how to 
use the calculators properly. To teach them is a major disadvantage…They don’t do well. 
They drop or fail their exams. By the time they struggle and try to do the math part, they 
never get to the accounting part.   
 

Professors who teach courses open to remedial-level students become frustrated because students 

“want to learn, they just don’t know how to learn.”  

Students also see problems and inconsistencies with the remediation courses. One student 

notes that the problem starts here.  

They have this benchmark exam that tells you where you are but that’s really not a help 
because you have people that can write books in my remedial English class but people 
that are really dumb in my advanced math class. They didn’t know the material. To me, it 
points out something that should be changed. I think they should be more clear about the 
benchmark exams targeting strengths and weaknesses…[The remedial courses are] taking 
away from your financial aid. I feel like it’s more of a money thing with the college. 
Some people don’t need remedial courses. 
 

This particular student reports that he was in advanced English at a four-year college and then 

needed remedial English when he came to FCC. He suspects that perhaps this is why the 

graduation rate is poor: “Students look at it like, you’re going to Community, you get eight years 

of financial aid or whatever, it’s always a constant supply of money. It’s only a two-year 

program. If I mess up, I can do it four times.” Although not all students experience frustration 

with the placement exam, remedial courses are often where the most students are lost.   

 The college has been making efforts to address the challenges remedial students face. 

One successful student remembers his experience in his remedial English class. His status as a 

remedial student made him eligible for a program in which they “schedule workshops on key 
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topics, like preparing for finals and getting financial aid, offer trips throughout the semester and 

summer to visit historical sites or the movies.” If students attend three workshops, they receive a 

grant voucher for books. This student had a good experience with the remedial supports but notes 

that “not all students know about it. The ones who do usually take advantage of it.” None of the 

other students required to take remedial courses report involvement in this program. Remediation 

is a reality every community college has to handle. At Fairview, it is here that many of the 

students are lost, as supported by FCC’s low first year retention numbers and findings at other 

colleges (Ashburn 2007, Driscoll 2007). 

Attendance Policies 

Once students are registered for their classes and begin, the institutional confusion seems 

to trickle down into the classroom. Although professors have different styles and approaches, 

which will be addressed later, the universal theme that emerges regarding confusion in the 

classroom is that of the attendance policy, which has implications for student persistence. 

Professors are all over the map with their attendance policies. The most conservative policy is in 

a basic course with many younger and first-time college students. The professor strongly 

reinforces the attendance policy. She closes her door when class begins and late students have to 

knock to enter, a visible reminder that they are late. Attendance is a part of the grade and stressed 

in this class. This professor is frustrated with other professors that send mixed messages to 

students:  

What I would like to see, what I don’t think will ever happen is a more consistent policy 
for attendance…. I talk to some teachers…who take role the first three weeks and if they 
come, they just take the tests. I say ‘No, How are you seeing students all the way 
through?’  
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She views her responsibility as one of training students for the real world and a job, where 

absences and tardiness are unacceptable. A professor of a more advanced course shares this 

perspective:  

I have a really strict attendance policy because this is a practical course. In the real world, 
no job is going to allow you to have this. I had a student say he couldn’t come to class 
because he was locked up. This was two weeks that he missed and I said ‘I’m sorry I had 
to drop you.’ Then they show me medical notes and their kids’ medical notes. I take the 
position that it really doesn’t matter because you’re either there or you’re not. We do 
have something called a medical withdrawal at our school that allows us to get a drop 
rather than an F, so I encourage them to do that. But I would say that I try to work with 
students, but I don’t think that I really do. Other people tend to do more so. I tend to drop 
them as a favor rather than give them an F. If I don’t see someone and they don’t contact 
me and I can’t contact them, there’s nothing more I can do. 

 

The other end of the spectrum, the most liberal attendance policy, is a long-time professor 

that doesn’t have a policy. He explains:  

I don’t enforce attendance. I tell them right up front, if you don’t come to class, it’s your 
business but you’re not going to pass the course. Occasionally, you’ll have a student who 
will. I’ve had some non-participating students...one of the brightest students I ever had in 
Economics never showed up in class. She didn’t need to be there. It was a waste of her 
time. She was able to sit down, read the textbook without question, and take the exam 
and never scored less than like a 98 on the exam. It’s sad. It hardly ever happens. I said 
that’s the exception. Most of you, if you don’t come to class, you’re not prepared, you 
don’t get the material, you’re not going to do well. My attendance policy is very flexible.  

 

When asked about this attendance in class, this professor reports that “attendance is no better and 

no worse than anyone else’s. Even people with the strictest attendance policy….I don’t think I’m 

going to change their values just because I institute a policy on attendance. I think that what 

happens is that just builds up more barriers. It sets up a real confrontational role.” In this case, 

the professor gives students more responsibility and avoids confrontation.  

The other professors fall in between these two extremes, some factoring attendance into 

the grade, others not. Regardless of the policy’s effect on actual attendance or performance, the 
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key issue pertinent to this study is that the attendance policy is inconsistent and creates some 

confusion for students.  

Some students are unclear on how attendance affects them: “I stopped showing up though 

so [the professor] just dropped me from it…somehow I was withdrawn.” Others are 

knowledgeable and know how to formally withdraw from a course or discuss options with the 

professor. A few students, mostly with four-year college experience, express frustration with the 

inconsistency: “There are just certain simple college regulations that they are not adhering to, 

like the attendance policy. You can’t show up more than 15 minutes late. You can’t miss more 

than one class and there are people just slipping through, passing with all of that and I don’t 

know why. It is more of a disservice to the students.” The inconsistencies in attendance policy 

reflect the professor’s varying expectations, which attributes to student aspirations (Dougherty 

1992). The variation in attendance expectations creates another level of confusion and frustration 

at Fairview that may result in vulnerable students cooling out.  

Financial Constraints 

The institutional confusion that begins with the administrative structure and makes its 

way down to the classroom, although negative and potentially detrimental to students’ 

aspirations, is often unavoidable in a large, urban institution like Fairview. Many of the 

bureaucratic frustrations, and institutional problems in general, are rooted in the financial 

constraints at FCC. Fairview, like many community colleges, is under-funded and expected to 

provide a host of academic and support services for a very diverse population with an assortment 

of needs. This financial constraint is magnified at FCC because of its location in an urban area. A 

senior professor describes the problem in the context of the city’s political landscape:  

I just don’t think they have the resources. [The mayor] came up with a few extra million 
dollars and that’s nice. If he continues with that pattern, it could be a positive sign 
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because we’ve been a poor stepchild. You know, [the previous mayor] did absolutely 
nothing for this institution…Of course…we never had a good relationship with City Hall 
because the first time [the mayor] came onto campus, the students had a protest…back in 
the ‘60s. I actually think the college really tries to do things but there’s a real financial 
constraint here.  

 

Because FCC is partially funded by the city, politics invariably affect the financial situation at 

the college. Most professors feel that the current mayor will continue to allocate funds to the 

college. One long-time professor, who has seen the political ups and downs, feels that the current 

mayor is on FCC’s side: “I’m so glad we have real support from [the mayor]. He really loves this 

place. He used to take his daughter across the street to school…so he is always seeing us, he is 

always aware.”  

The financial constraints affect students and faculty in a myriad of way, ranging from 

rising parking garage and technology fees to limited course offerings on the satellite campuses to 

limited funds for students that are ineligible for financial aid but struggle to pay tuition. Faculty 

and students notice that the decline of the financial situation is most apparent through the 

physical appearance of the college. There is clearly an uneven distribution of resources across 

the campus, in terms of number of courses and support services at the various campuses to the 

physical appearance of buildings. Some of the older buildings have creaky chairs and stained 

carpets. A professor trying to instill punctuality with her students complains about her numerous 

attempts to have the clock in her classroom fixed, which is always stuck at the same time. 

Another professor expresses his feelings about the physical environment:  

You walk in the welcome center, look at the carpeting. They finally replaced it. It was so 
grungy and so disgusting. It looked like something that was on the floor of a 
slaughterhouse…I’ve been in this building for almost 24 years and nothing’s ever been 
done…That hole in the wall’s been there for ten years…Yes, appearance says a lot about 
the environment…The lighting. There is a classroom we use and we went over there to 
count the lights out. It took them six months to replace them. Half the lights were 
missing. There’s a whole message there about environment.  
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 Students do pick up on the “message about environment.” They describe the older 

buildings as “so crappy…like high school. They’re like cells…without windows.” Indeed, the 

narrow hallways lined with lockers do give you feeling of being in a high school. “The heating 

system too. In the winter time, it seemed like they had the air conditioning on instead of the heat. 

People [had] their jackets on.” Students from four-year institutions wonder why FCC doesn’t 

have Wi-Fi, like most other colleges. These structural details affect student’s perceptions of their 

experience, sending a message that “this is not like a university,” as one student put it.  

 Despite these complaints, this is not the complete picture at Fairview. Some of the newer 

buildings, especially the new business building, are beautiful with wide open spaces, new 

furniture and carpeting, and state-of-the-art technology in every classroom. There are open office 

spaces for adjuncts. Numerous computer labs are available for students, many of whom do not 

own computers. Students and faculty are very aware of the stark differences between different 

buildings on campus. “It is like two different colleges.” Students make efforts to get all of their 

classes in the new buildings. There are also differences among the four campuses. The smaller 

campuses are newer and “look nicer,” but have less courses to offer. Like many other 

institutional macro-level issues, financial constraints are inevitable and always a concern. At 

least Fairview has started the process of revamping the campus, one building at a time.  

 The area in which financial constraints impact student retention and the potential to heat 

up aspirations, from the faculty point of view, is in the Learning Laboratory. At these 

laboratories, tutors are available to provide outside help to students struggling academically. The 

big complaint is that tutors are “not paid enough to make it attractive,” so many academic areas 

are lacking tutors, leaving students with very few options for free outside help. Faculty generally 
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recommend a tutor, “a student who not only got an ‘A’ but someone whose personality is one 

that will help students and ones that will be good teachers.” However, most students do not want 

to do it because they could make more money doing something else. One professor recalls his 

experience in losing a valuable tutor because of the pay rate:  

I had one woman I can recall a number of years ago. She would come into my office 
hours and…review the material with me before tutoring. She was that conscientious. She 
was excellent. She lasted one semester. She said it’s not worth the money. ‘I‘m working 
too hard on this’ and I understood. She could work somewhere making twice that and 
getting some experience that would look better on her resume than tutoring. It’s been a 
real issue. 
 

Other professors agree that “the learning labs do a great job, but they would do better if they had 

some real money to hire people, maybe graduate students from other schools or more effective 

students.” The programs that have been successful in retaining student tutors are either very 

large, such as ESL, math, or English, and have a large pool of students to choose from, or the 

smaller programs, in which the professor has a close relationship with the student and the student 

tutors to “help out the program.” Again, the faculty relationship with the student has been 

paramount in working within the institutional limitations at Fairview.   

Lack of qualified tutors has resulted in some problems with access. An older student 

describes the tutoring services as inaccessible, especially in the middle of the semester.  

It’s hard to start into tutoring program half-way or three-quarters way. You need to start 
the tutoring program at the beginning of the class so that the class and the tutoring go 
hand in hand. I know that in the beginning, I didn’t think I needed tutoring because in the 
beginning, initially I got it. We had like maybe the first six weeks were fine but then it 
got a little bit harder…I would get an 80 or 85, then the next week a 75, then all of a 
sudden a 70, then all of a sudden a 60. Then you realize ‘I’m in trouble.’ The tutoring 
program is half-way gone. Whoever the tutor is for that particular program, she is already 
so involved with the people that started off with her at the beginning, it’s hard for her to 
come back to me and start at an earlier point without having lagging behind with the 
others.  
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While financial constraints affect many parts of the college, the Learning Laboratory and 

tutoring services is the area students and faculty perceive as most detrimental to student success.   

The Culture at Fairview 

While most of the institutional macro-level issues are easy to identify, the last issue is 

more ambiguous and very pervasive. It has to do with the culture at Fairview, student cohesion, 

identification with the college, and school pride. A student’s level of  “institutional commitment” 

is a result of the sum of his or her education and social experiences (Strauss & Volkwein 2004). 

It seems that at Fairview, most students have a low level of institutional commitment, which 

makes departure much easier. Despite attempts at orientation, Spring Fling, and other college-

wide social events, students say that Fairview is “not like a university.” A student recalls his first 

experience at Fairview, during which he was registering for his first semester and asked the 

advisor, “How many credits do I need before I can transfer to a real college?” He reflected later:  

This is a college but it doesn’t have dorms in it. Maybe if it had dorms, it would feel like 
more like a real college and people would want to be here more. Like, it’s college but it 
would be more like the college experience. People might actually strive to want to be 
here and graduate….They got everything else. The weight room and the basketball 
courts, a lot of people don’t use them. They just come here and take classes. They don’t 
know there’s a lot of stuff going on because they [are] not here.  

 

Students “not being here,” or thinking that it is “not a real college,” may or may not be because 

of the lack of dorms, but that sentiment certainly exists among the students. This mirrors 

Caporrimo’s national findings (2008) that community college students perceive their education 

as less valued by society in general. 

This perception results in low institutional integration, as Tinto predicts (1973, 1975). 

Students rarely report any involvement in extracurricular clubs or activities, even though FCC 

offers over 40 clubs and associations, 13 intercollegiate athletic programs, and 12 intramural 
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sports. One student was in a two-member club that eventually fell apart because “everyone had 

too many obligations outside of school.” A first-year student, anxious to make the most out of 

college, enthusiastically joined a club, only to attend one meeting and then find out that the club 

was cancelled. Another more cynical student said, “Outside of getting the degree, I really don’t 

care. If they [are] giving away free laptops or something, I’ll do it. I just don’t think there’s a lot 

of interest in student activities.” Students agree that “this place is just…you do your job and go 

home.” Some students who considered being involved in clubs felt that “the clubs here just don’t 

suit the interest of the general student population. It’s just not something a lot of people would be 

interested in. They put posters up and stuff and a lot of times students just walk by. It’s not 

something they want to do.” I did visit the college on the day of Spring Fling, which was lively 

and well-attended, but a student pointed out to me, “that’s because they were giving away free 

stuff.” Whatever the reason, students are not involved in many extracurricular activities and most 

do not feel much connection to their institution.  

Professors notice the same trends. A professor who also taught at a four-year college 

feels that four-year residential schools are “more community oriented and more cohesive.” A 

long-time professor notices:  

Students come and they’re anxious to leave…Many students come and they go. They’re 
not interested in the activities or the clubs….the college promotes organizations and clubs 
[because] the college experience is a wonderful experience…Yes, we don’t have the 
living accommodations for fraternities and sororities, but the connections and friendships 
that they make here will go far and wide. 
 

His solution to the problem is to offer a conglomerate of different activities day and evening and 

“hope students take advantage.” But students don’t. Other professors try to build cohesion in the 

classroom, but often face challenges of not seeing students semester after semester, so “you don’t 

get to build relationships over time.” Professors certainly recognize the benefits of student 
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activities, such as connections, friendships, and feeling like a part of the college, but are at a loss 

when it comes to finding a way to raise participation.  

One professor has a strong opinion about how to improve “school pride” or promote a 

feeling of cohesion or connectedness to the institution:  

I’ve said this but in the big picture it’s lost…the school colors need to be there. We need 
a new marketing and branding campaign…We have a basketball team that is the state 
champions. I’ve been to the game but you ask the students, ‘What’s the name of the 
team?’…None of them know!…I give an example in my managerial accounting class 
about starting a T-shirt business on campus and make millions. I am literally thinking 
about doing that…T-shirts. It’s silly but it isn’t silly…We should have that stuff...that 
would actually show some pride…Nobody that goes to the school carries the flag….My 
niece says ‘I don’t want to go [to FCC] cause it’s like 13th grade.’ So there’s this 
misperception. It’s not that administration is doing something incorrectly, it’s because the 
students have to be our best….We’ve got so much of society mess. That’s why I believe 
if we can find that unifying theme, which to me, is a T-shirt! You know what [the local 
university’s] colors are…even of you don’t go there. Here? With our Art department, we 
should have some of the best t-shirts in the world…. We’re selling them books that cost 
$100, you don’t think they’d pay $45 for a sweatshirt?  

 

 Alumni could also be used to raise the feeling of pride at Fairview. A professor, whose 

background is in finance and accounting, views alumni as an underutilized resource: 

If I was running a business, I would look for the product for how I would design my 
strategy. So my product is the student…Who are my students? It’s not a simple answer. I 
mean I have everybody and anybody. A buddy went to FCC that has a business degree 
from [a university], an MBA, has worked on Wall Street…and is going to get a nursing 
degree so he can be a nursing administrator. And he’s a real estate agent! So he’s literally 
been able to accomplish all of these things and still remember his faculty here. Did we 
reach out to him as an alumnus? No.  

 
Another professor wonders about the rumors that Fairview could become a four-year college, to 

offer a baccalaureate degree, which would “give [the college] more esteem.” Perhaps even 

changing the name to “City College,” as suggested by a long-time visiting lecturer, to escape the 

“community college” misperception, similar to “junior colleges” being renamed “community 

colleges” in the 1960s. The culture at FCC impacts students’ perception, level of institutional 
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commitment, and involvement at the college. Because some students do not feel tied to Fairview, 

they find it easier to leave.  

 There are a few exceptions to this generally negative sentiment, which can be attributed 

mostly to the students’ experience in a particular program. One professor notes that “most of the 

students feel proud that they’re getting something at Community.” A student in a small tight-knit 

program describes her experience at Fairview very positively:  

I’m so in love with this school. I have benefited so much from their programs. They try to 
help you in different offices. I am so impressed with them. My oldest daughter had an 
opportunity to go to [a state university], which she did. But I was telling her before I 
came in and became a student, I was telling her about community college when she was 
trying to get into [the university]. And people were saying, they were looking at me 
funny, saying, ‘You know [the university] is up there and it is…better.’ So she went to 
[the university]. But the thing was she said, ‘Wow! I want to go to Community. I want to 
take some classes there.’ She is so impressed about how they help me and all the different 
things I’ve been a part of here and all the information I’ve been able to bring back to her.  
She’s so impressed by that. 
 

This student, whose experience has been through a very supportive academic program, also notes 

the high quality at Fairview:  

The services that they provide, they could charge just as much as any other 
[university]…They could charge that because they do…deliver that type of quality 
education. So I’m grateful to be a part of it here. 

 
Another student in the same program echoes these sentiments: “I was at [a university]. They 

stole my money. I wish I came here. It’s so much better here.” She explains that the professors 

were too involved in research and that at Fairview “they actually teach you.” Although this 

positive sentiment is not the majority when participants in this study were asked about 

institutional services and supports, it does present an exception to the limiting situation of the 

institution. These students feel supported by their program, professors, and peers, which made all 

the difference in their experience at Fairview. Overall, the exceptions to the generally negative 
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sentiment regarding institutional challenges are rooted in positive experiences on the mezzo and 

micro levels.  

Institutional Implications 

Macro-Mezzo: How the Institution Influences Programs 

Applying the theoretical framework to address the research questions, this chapter 

focuses on the nature of the macro level, Fairview as an institution, a formal organization with 

several “dysfunctions” (Blau & Scott 1962). FCC as a service organization has to balance the 

external pressures of a diverse student body with different needs and financial constraints, which 

affect the internal context by creating unintended consequences. These institutional limitations 

certainly impact the mezzo level, in this case, the individual academic programs. One professor 

describes the department as “the first line of defense” in handling confusing institutional issues, 

such as advisement. The severity and nature of the institutional challenges, because they impact 

student success, have lead to an unofficial “debureaucratization,” in that faculty and programs 

are picking up the slack. Some programs have attempted to handle these large issues by doing 

something departmentally, an example of the formal sub-organization of the program addressing 

an issue (Blau & Scott 1962). Examples include programs conducting their own advisement, 

acting as an intermediary or advocate as students navigate bureaucratic systems, creating 

uniform program policies for attendance, making their own classroom space, and creating their 

own unique program culture. This unofficial debureaucratization, as predicted by Dickinson 

(1999) and Scott (1992), is the result of greater technical complexity and greater technical 

uncertainty, which is certainly present on the macro level. Programs make numerous attempts to 

respond to all of the limitations with mixed success. However, in some programs, the limited 
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macro structure has actually created a stronger mezzo-level program. These program differences 

in handling the institutional limitations will be addressed in the next chapter.  

Macro-Micro: How the Institution Influences Faculty and Students 

The connection between the macro and micro levels is also relevant to the research 

questions because the institutional context shapes interactions. The main theme in examining this 

connection is frustration. Faculty and students are frustrated with the bureaucracy, problems with 

advisement, and other institutional limitations. They see the effect of this institutional confusion 

in their own classrooms. Both students and faculty at FCC have noticed a “dwindling effect” that 

happens as the semester progresses. Classes often begin with 30 to 40 students and dwindle to 15 

or 20. Although professors know that administration is involved in Achieving the Dream, they 

are frustrated as they see unsuccessful departure in their own classes. This attrition has been 

attributed to personal and background issues, of course. One professor, who was formerly an 

administrator, was involved in a study looking into why students did not finish their degree. 

They found that “a little over 80% left because of reasons outside of the college that the college 

had no control over, [like] the personal problems kids bring into the classroom.” Although 

personal issues do contribute to attrition, institutional issues, which account for the rest of the 

departures, or may add to reasons for students with personal issues to leave, are the focus of this 

chapter.  

Faculty and students are aware of the situation and handle it in different ways. Some 

faculty just accept it as part of the community college and others try to create unique classroom 

solutions, such as keeping students connected through group work, reaching out to students that 

have missed class, or advising students individually. There is also variation in how students 

handle the problems on the macro level. Some accept it, cool out, drift, and do not seek help. 
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Others, mostly in supportive programs, get help and feel more confident in navigating the macro 

systems. On the whole, students “don’t know all of the different resources” at the college and 

“don’t realize the benefits of the school.” The ones that do learn about the resources do so 

through “information networks” of peers and faculty in class. Student-faculty relationships, as 

well as student-student relationships, are formed as “information networks,” whereby students 

gain insider information on how to get what they need from the college (Karp, Hughes & O’Gara 

2008). On the micro level, a variety of informal organizations emerge to handle the macro and 

mezzo levels. These micro-level organizations occur across the board, but are mediated by the 

role of the mezzo-level program and their approach in acting as the cushion between the macro 

level limitations and the students.  

Institutional Limitations and Possibilities 

As supported in the literature and theory, Fairview, like most community colleges, is an 

ambiguous institution with multiple functions and many unintended institutional consequences in 

terms of student aspiration. The limitations raised in this study – bureaucratic confusion, 

advisement, remediation, variation in attendance policies, financial constraints, and lacking 

institutional culture and commitment – have the potential to cool out student aspiration, 

especially for minority, underprepared, and ambiguous students. Fairview as an institution 

presents a “true limit situation” (Freire 1970). But there is hope.  

Despite the daunting problems and the institutional challenges at Fairview, there are 

many possibilities to address them. Fairview is in an ideal position to make progress toward 

addressing these problems and meeting the needs of its students. Although the sentiments 

expressed above are serious complaints, the faculty and students express many positives as well. 

In fact, the positives and the negatives were balanced over the course of the study. FCC has been 
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described as “one of the best kept secrets” and “a wonderful place.”  FCC “has really reached out 

to meet the needs of every student” and “bends over backwards to make sure that students 

succeed in a myriad of ways.” One professor at FCC for 31 years notes that while all large 

institutions and bureaucracies have their issues, FCC tries to reach students:  

Overall the college makes more of those types of efforts (student services) [because they 
are] more in touch with the whole student. We feel like a small school. We’re a huge 
institution. People are floored when they find out how many students we have, but we 
feel like a small school.  
 
Most faculty agree that the college recognizes where the problems exist. “They know that 

students need support services to help them figure out the bureaucratic red tape that goes on in 

any large institution.” In the end, many students, because of their education at FCC, “are 

gainfully employed [and] get more meaningful pay, which leads to a better lifestyle.” One newer 

professor notices that the institutional limitations at Fairview actually turn out as a positive for 

successful students:  

When they [Fairview transfer students] go to that college and they transfer, they are more 
competitive when they finish their degree. I think it’s the process of them learning the 
system here. They have to go through the School of Hard Knocks here but if they make 
it, they’re ready to go…those who make it do well. 
 
To improve, one must begin with the strengths and the assets at FCC, which are 

numerous. The infrastructure is already in place. They have an advisement center, learning 

laboratories, computer laboratories, a career center, counseling center, women’s center, center 

for disability, and many other support services. Although these offices have problems, they exist, 

which is more supportive infrastructure than many other community colleges have. The 

administration cares about its faculty and students. Several professors report that the 

administrators, even higher up, know them by name, which is notable in an institution with 

nearly 500 full-time professors. The administration has made a significant effort to address 
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student retention by becoming involved with Achieving the Dream. The professors are dedicated, 

caring, professional individuals that have their students’ best interest in mind. They are “great 

people [and] that makes a huge difference.” Most students recognize that the faculty is the most 

valuable asset at FCC. They are “good, dedicated professors.” Most students do not feel “shut 

out or shooed away when [they have] questions.” The faculty, for the most part, are dedicated 

and satisfied with their jobs. One professor describes the faculty satisfaction and feeling of doing 

meaningful work quite well:  

After 9/11, you know how you would hear on television or on talk radio, about people 
who would say, ‘I’m going to rethink my whole life, do something more important for 
the world.’ Everybody at FCC came right back to their jobs. They never thought that for 
one second. We’re doing the thing that makes a difference. There’s no question. We 
haven’t copped out. 
 

Most of the professors involved in the study demonstrate the positive faculty approach to 

students, including an interactionist and nurturing approach to students (Anderson & Carta-Falsa 

2002, Snow 1973). This caring approach creates possibility on the micro level, which in turn 

may counter some of the limitations on the macro level.  

So if the structure is in place and the administration and faculty are dedicated to helping 

students, what is the problem? One professor’s view:  

It’s not really an issue of the faculty. When I walk up on guys in my department that are 
‘just here waiting until retirement happens,’ and I see them interact with a student or I ask 
a student about that faculty member, that’s not the story that I get…It’s not that he’s not 
helping or waiting for retirement. I don’t think it’s the faculty that doesn’t get it. The 
faculty gets it!  

 
This professor shares the sentiment that the entire participating faculty group expressed, that 

professors try their best to reach students and help them succeed. However, there are larger 

issues at play, as one professor explains:  
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I think the quality of life in the city and the quality of education nationally is in trouble. 
So [faculty] can only be expected to play one role in there. I don’t think the students have 
the same perseverance or tenacity…I think if we can raise the pride of the student…We 
know it as faculty, administration knows it as administration, but students don’t know it 
as students….We get it! Wait til you meet my students. Some of them get it, some of 
don’t. How do they get it? Point of contact, direct labor. We have the responsibility of 
empowering that student! 

 
Given the larger societal issues and changing student population, this professor feels that the 

successful approach is to get the students to buy into the message that they can succeed at 

community college. So if professors see this potential, our job is to make sure that students “get 

it” and become empowered to succeed. These issues cannot be addressed on the macro level. It 

needs to start “at the point of contact, direct labor,” which at the community college is in the 

classroom, between teacher and student.  

Summary 

This chapter focuses on the macro level of Fairview as an organization. The college 

catalog boasts that “Our success is best summed up in the words of our many graduates: ‘If it 

weren’t for the college, I wouldn’t be where I am today.’” This phrase reinforces the importance 

of the macro level. The college does affect where students are today, for better or worse. 

Whether the college played a part in student success or resulted in cooling out, departure, or 

failure, the college as an organization plays a major role in student success. So this chapter 

provides context. Demographics and institutional information illustrates that Fairview is similar 

to other community colleges in some respects, but serves a very diverse group of students. The 

historical context of Fairview is marked by controversy over conflicting missions and ideologies 

about the goal of community college education, which has made FCC an institution with 

ambiguous and contradictory functions. These multiple functions as well as organizational issues 

have created several institutional challenges, including bureaucratic confusion, advisement, 
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remediation, variation in attendance policies, financial constraints, and lacking institutional 

culture and commitment, which are recognized by faculty and students. These limitations have 

the potential to cool out student aspiration on the micro level and results in much frustration. 

However, the mezzo-level program acts as a cushion between these two levels. Despite the 

limitations, Fairview has enormous potential due to its many strengths and dedicated faculty. 

Now that we have an understanding of the macro-level challenges that Fairview faces as an 

institution, we can begin to discover some the possibilities to operate within the institutional 

limitations by understanding the differences between the various programs. Some programs 

handle these institutional challenges by becoming proactive sub-organizations and handling 

issues that impact student aspiration, such as advisement, as a program. The next chapter will 

explore the mezzo level and how various programs address the limitations of the institution, 

thereby mediating between cooling out and heating up.  
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CHAPTER 5 
 

PROGRAM VARIATION: MEZZO-LEVEL VARIATION IN ADDRESSING  
INSTITUTIONAL LIMITATIONS  

  
Fairview is a large, diverse institution with several institutional issues that cool out 

student aspiration, as described in the previous chapter. However, there is variation in how 

different programs address these challenges. Some programs handle institutional challenges by 

taking a more proactive approach as a sub-organization. These programs act as an intermediary 

or cushion between macro-level institutional challenges and the individual students and faculty 

by assuming some organizational functions relevant to student aspiration. These programs have 

the potential to mitigate the negative institutional culture. In order to truly understand the nature 

of student-faculty interactions and how these have the potential to heat up student aspiration, we 

must understand the role of the program in influencing these interactions.  

This study examines two programs, Paralegal Studies and Early Childhood Education, 

which have higher than the average graduation and transfer rates at Fairview and are known for 

supporting their students. These two programs are in the best position to heat up student 

aspirations, or at least retain their students. These two programs can be thought of as examples of 

formal sub-organizations that have assumed some larger organizational duties, especially those 

pertaining to student aspiration (Blau & Scott 1962). Paralegal Studies and Early Childhood 

Education will be compared to programs that represent the typical community college 

experience, which, statistically speaking, cools out student aspiration or results in average 

graduation and transfer rates. The participants from this third group are from the Business and 

Technology Division, which is much larger than the other two programs. Heating up still occurs 

in the Business and Technology Programs, but their efforts are more scattered and less 

programmatically coordinated.  Although there is variation even within a particular program, the 
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purpose of this chapter is to understand how the various programs, their faculty, and their 

students navigate the institutional limitations at Fairview. We will begin by understanding the 

typical community college experience, as described in the literature, and how this is represented 

through the Business and Technology Programs.  

Business and Technology Programs 

The Business and Technology Division includes five different programs (Computer 

Information Systems; Economics and Accounting; Business and Finance; Marketing and 

Management; Office Administration; and Transportation Technologies Management). This 

division also carries a number of noncredit courses and manages the Corporate Solutions 

Program, which offers extensive training services to businesses, government agencies, and 

nonprofit organizations. This division seems to be run more cohesively as a unit than the 

Division of Liberal Studies, to which Paralegal Studies and Early Childhood Education belong. 

The Business and Technology Programs, which in this study represents the typical community 

college experience, includes professors from the Economics and Accounting, Business and 

Finance and Office Administration Programs. The students represent a variety of majors within 

this division. These programs are large in terms of enrollment, as one professor boasts, “[We] are 

one of the…healthier departments in terms of enrollment.” Despite having closer to average 

success rates at FCC, heating up is still occurring with this group of students. 

Business and Technology Faculty 

The faculty in these programs stress professionalism. The professors are well-dressed and 

well-organized, which may be a reflection of their professional culture. These professors started 

out in the business world, were introduced to teaching as adjuncts, and some eventually became 

full-time professors. The professors take their jobs seriously, not just teaching, but by being 
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involved in many committees at Fairview, taking on administrative responsibilities, and 

maintaining connections with professional organizations outside of the college. The professors in 

this group, which is true of all the professors involved in the study, are committed to their 

students and the community college. They describe their commitment and satisfaction with their 

jobs:  

Believe me…I’m probably at the age where I can retire. No, I am at the age I can retire. 
But I can see myself working here forever, because I like what I do so much. I love the 
satisfaction I get when students do well and move on…I thought I would never go into 
teaching but I got the bug and I like it.  
 
It’s great! Even as a Visiting Lecturer, I always felt a part of it like full-timer…I like the 
students so I was willing to hang in.  
 
[Fairview] is not just a place of employment, it’s like a family…I take it very personal 
that [students] remain with me. I work with students one on one…they know where my 
office is and that I’m here daily…My whole program is reinforced, cemented around 
kindness, understanding, and knowing that I was there myself.    
 
I’ve enjoyed teaching, I enjoy the students. I get frustrated at times, but it’s been good.  

 
This positive sentiment is consistent with community college faculty research that indicates that 

despite longer workweeks and lower pay than their counterparts at four-year colleges, 

community college faculty are generally satisfied with their profession (Brewer & Gray 1999). 

Overall, the faculty in all three programs is recognized as one of Fairview’s best assets by 

students, administration, and faculty. 

Access Vs. Excellence  

Professors at Fairview struggle with an issue familiar to all community college educators: 

the tension between access and excellence. The literature references an “access versus 

excellence” struggle, in which community college professors try to balance the students’ needs 

and background issues and trying to meet students where they are to obtain higher education 

(access) versus maintaining high standards (excellence) (Cain 1999, Dougherty 1994, Herideen 
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1998, Levinson 2005). There seem to be two major tendencies in examining how the faculty 

contributes to aspiration, which are aligned with the two conflicting missions of the community 

college, maintaining excellence and providing access. The faculty who stress excellence have 

less tolerance for students that are underprepared or unable to meet their aspirations for transfer. 

The access tendency views the role of faculty as more active in contributing to and sustaining 

aspiration. These instructors go beyond teaching content, becoming a resource for students that 

are struggling. For descriptive purposes, these two tendencies in the faculty are described as 

dichotomous, but the fact is that many professors are torn between the two. Just as the 

community college as an institution is torn between its mission of access versus excellence, 

many faculty members struggle with letting students be responsible for themselves and helping 

them to achieve their aspirations. Both tendencies are present in the professors’ perceptions in 

this group.  

Excellence-oriented professors strive “to maintain those standards and those 

benchmarks…what they need at a college or university” while access-oriented professors try to 

meet the needs of underprepared students with many life challenges. A senior professor 

recognizes the importance of access at the community college: 

[In] my own philosophy, I’m here to meet the needs of my students. Not everybody is 
coming in here with the same advantages that maybe you or I had or other kids had. I try 
to meet them where they are and I appreciate the skills they bring in. I appreciate the fact 
that they’re trying, that they’re here. I appreciate that they want to be here. I’d like to see 
the graduation rate higher. It was a pleasure to sit at graduation…and hear the announcer 
call out 1800 names. I’d rather it be 3600 names. But I take my hat off to those 1800 
folks. Again, because they have family responsibility, part-time work responsibility, 
financial responsibility. And unless you can connect it and start when you’re 18 without 
those burdens, education is even much more difficult.  

 

While some professors clearly lean toward the access or excellence ends of the spectrum, 

most of them struggle, falling somewhere in between, as this newer professor describes:  



 158

I think I operate in gray areas. I have a student. It is his second time taking this class. 
He’s working and he’s not been participating. He joined the course almost mid-way 
through…Even though he took it before, he sat in the back, didn’t participate. And now 
he’s working and trying to take the class and replace it and trying to graduate. Am I doing 
him a favor if I pass him? When he goes out from here and he didn’t do anything, what is 
he going to expect? Once you leave community [college], where we kind of grab students 
and talk to them, at a university, they are there for research. They’re not gonna care about 
teaching…I do try to address their concerns…I still try to give them a reality check. 
 

 A seasoned professor in the same department tries to gives the “reality check” through example:  
 

Through my teachings and through my appearance, giving the experiences that I’ve had 
over my lifetime…to show what it has done for me…I am from the same streets of [the 
city] as many of the students in class and I tell them that…and let them see that ‘Yes, you 
can make it but it ain’t easy.’ 

 

Sometimes this struggle of access vs. excellence affects the professor personally, as a new 

professor explains:  

There was one student, from the first day, I really thought he was going to be a class 
leader. When I thought about ‘Achieving the Dream,’ he really fit the prototype. He 
handed me an assignment and told me about the neighborhood he lived in, the 
responsibilities he had. Prior to his disappearance, he told me, ‘Hey I’m sorry I fell asleep 
in your class. I worked all night and my girlfriend, I don’t know if she’s pregnant for the 
second time.’ I started hearing stories like that and then, he was gone…To lose a student 
like that takes the wind out of you. So I attempted to reach out to him using the system 
but the telephone number we had didn’t work for him. I don’t know how you handle 
something like that. And the other part of it is the emotional havoc it has on me. I’ve got 
to not get tied to the students in an emotional way, so I don’t lose it, but it happens. I’m 
human and I care about what I do. And that’s the hard part.  

 

So when “life takes a student,” many professors, especially the dedicated ones at FCC, take it 

personally.  

I take it very personally that they remain with me…I understand that relating to my own 
college experience, whether they’re in a community college, junior college, or four year 
college, have a more difficult time with it because their day is shared with part-time 
employment and family needs. That’s a major, major challenge.  
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A new professor was inspired by the words of a friend, who was a professor at a four-year 

college: “People that teach at community college are good teachers.” I agree with this statement 

after the time I spent with the dedicated, conscientious professors at Fairview.  

So, how is one a “good teacher” while maintaining both access and excellence at the 

community college? Certainly, it is not easy to maintain excellence while addressing students’ 

challenges and ensuring that they persist, which may explain the wide variation in faculty 

perception of their role and the mission of the community college (Brewer 2000). A professor’s 

realization in balancing the two contradictory pressures provides some insight:  

I remember as an adjunct person, I would focus in on the content of the course. Now as a 
full-time person, what a startling difference! It’s not just the content of the course but 
realizing the obligation and responsibility I have to the student…So, I think it was near 
the end of last semester, it was my first full-time semester. I had five classes, four of them 
that were different because I picked last. This is the absolute worst thing you could 
get...how stressful that was…I remember somewhere through there, I had some students 
struggling and I was about to give them the riot act, like this is the line, you have to hit 
this standard. And I thought about what happens, this is my job to get this class up or to 
create the line? And to pull them up to the line required more work. And I remember 
thinking that pulling them up to the line meant I had less time to think about my subject 
matter, which is interesting to me. So now, in order to pull them up to the line, means that 
I can’t really dig down deep and break apart some of the economic theory, especially that 
I see in the economic environment, especially that we live in now, to focus in on the 
course. I had to make that decision, right then and there. The interesting thing was, when 
I made that decision, some of the cards and notes started from students that failed every 
class. When I stopped myself and I focused in on the students to get them to learn. Oh my 
gosh…I got it! The light bulb thing was right at midterm. Half the class was failing. I got 
some students that never got less than an A after that. My thinking on that is…we are 
here to teach and it is student-centered, at least in this side of the world it is. And my 
class will tell you that I’m not selfish about giving them direction.  
 

In this case, it is not as simple as access vs. excellence. Meeting students where they are and 

being student-centered does not have to mean giving up excellence. This professor realizes the 

mission is to manage that balance, to meet students where they are and “pull them up to the line” 

of excellence. Yes, it is difficult, but all professors recognize the valuable outcome when it 

comes time for graduation. “I’ll do everything I can to hold back the tears when I see students 
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graduate. Even if it’s only one or two.” Despite this struggle with access versus excellence, all of 

the Business and Technology professors sincerely care for the students and strive to help them 

succeed, whether that is through maintaining excellence or opening access. 

Business and Technology Students 

When it comes to describing the “typical” student at Fairview, there is no typical student. 

The most common word used to describe the students at FCC is “diverse,” which holds true in 

this program and is consistent with national demographic data indicating that community college 

students are more diverse in terms of age and ethnicity than students at four-year colleges 

(Levinson 2005, NCES 2007). This professor describes the diversity in his class: 

The students at FCC are diverse. What does diverse mean? It means age, ethnicity, 
gender, background. I was in a classroom this semester and I have 15 students and one 
day I asked them do they understand what I see when I look out in the classroom. What 
they see is basically skin color. But what I see is totally different. I asked everyone in the 
classroom, ‘Can you tell me what your nationality is?’ And the ‘Wow’s’ didn’t come 
from me but from them. There was no replication of nationality among the 15 students.  

 

Several professors mention that the diversity at FCC is one of the best things about 

teaching there. The professors who also taught as adjuncts at four-year colleges recognize that a 

community college student is “obviously a very different type of student,” but that is why these 

professors prefer community college. “The majority of my students are minorities, which is 

probably the best thing I like about teaching here.” “It’s a nice cross-section of cultures here, 

which is much better than [the university], which is very homogeneous. They’re all 18, 19, 20 

years old. They all pay tuition so they think they deserve to pass the course. Here, students don’t 

have those expectations.” Although mostly positive, a few students elude to the diversity of 

abilities and background being a challenge. “You have people coming from all walks of 

life….But no matter what, they’re all here trying to achieve something but they’re not on the 
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same page!” The hallmark of diversity at Fairview is positive for most but does present some 

challenges in the classroom, which will be explored in the next chapter.  

Although diverse, professors and students seem to identify two groups of students, the 

younger “traditional” college students and “non-traditional” students, which can include older 

students, retirees, career-changers, and everyone else. The students involved in the study 

represent the diversity of the overall population. The sample includes students of various racial 

and ethnic backgrounds, recent high school graduates, re-entry women who are returning to the 

workforce after motherhood, older second-career adults, students of various socio-economic 

levels, from different parts of the city and the world.   

The goals of the students are diverse as well. One professor describes his perception of 

grouping students: “There are two types of students: those that want to be here and those that are 

here for someone else and would rather be somewhere else.” The stated goals of the students 

vary greatly depending on the class. Most professors report that “most [students] are very 

desirous of transferring to a four-year college,” which is consistent with Fairview’s data 

indicating 77% of the students are enrolled in transfer program. On the other hand, another 

professor in the same program explains that she has students with other motivations:  

I get a whole range. In this class, I don’t have that many transfers. Some are just taking 
courses, some have to boost their average, but they’ll never tell me that. They were below 
a 2.0 and if they’re going to start in September, their advisor told them they had to take 
something to boost their average. So they won’t be on probation because it takes their 
financial aid if they’re below the 12 credits. No transfers.  
 

Of course, this summer session class may be an exception because FCC gets students from other 

colleges picking up low-cost extra credits in the summer.  

Professors in basic courses rarely have much follow-up with students, so they are 

unaware of how many students actually achieve their aspirations. A seasoned professor 
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recognizes that it is not always clear what the students’ goals are, even to the student. Some 

students begin at FCC with trepidation and low expectations, maybe just wanting to graduate 

someday. Then, they achieve a little, succeed, and then transfer becomes a feasible option. This 

is a great example of the heating up that the literature references. This professor describes his 

experience seeing it: “A lot of them see themselves, particularly when they get through a few 

courses and realize they are able to do this work, then they start thinking ‘I want to go to [a 

university].’” Some professors recognize this phenomenon, but some do not. To assist students in 

heating up, the professor must be aware that a students’ goal is not always clear-cut and often 

times, their experiences may be the factor that changes those goals. The first step in heating up 

then is to realize that it occurs, especially at a community college.  

Students have a little different story to tell when it came to their goals and aspirations. 

Most of the professors perceive their students having a goal of either transfer, graduating, or 

being “clueless.” Student aspiration seems to be explained in concrete terms. However, students 

express the fluidity of their aspirations and how much their experiences at college affect them (to 

either heat up or cool out), which reinforces the idea that college experience shapes aspirations 

(Astin 1993, Tinto 1997). This is how Business and Technology students explain how they came 

to attend FCC:  

I spent five years following high school deciding what I wanted to do with my life and 
what kind of career I wanted to pursue. When I found out how close FCC was and how 
affordable it would be, I decided I would start my college career here.  

 
I got rejected from [a local university]. This is my last resort and I want to transfer back 
[there] when I get out of here in business. 
 
I applied to [a local university]. I was rejected. I was at [high school] and they assigned 
me to a scholarship to go to this college. And it was two years that they would pay for my 
credits, so instead of just paying myself, I came here. 
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I came here from China. I did not know lots of English, so I came here. To get an 
opportunity to find good job but I find out that I need to come here…I attended college in 
China. I have a degree.  

 
I was undecided when I first graduated from high school. I either wanted to be a 
pediatrician or something related to business. But after I graduated, I realized that going 
into medicine would require me to do a lot of stuff and many more years than what I was 
planning to do. Even though I liked Biology, I didn’t want nothing to do with blood or 
medicine…Business runs in my family and I really like everything that has to do with 
administration and numbers and stuff like that. I decided on business just as a general 
major and then once I transfer, I will specialize. 
  
I am a CIS major. I just need this class to graduate. Then I’m going to start applying for 
jobs online to find a job. Then maybe take classes online or at night to top it. I’ll probably 
get certified too. 
  
I’m majoring in business now, more in law. I’m looking at being a lawyer or maybe a 
police officer or something. I want a strong business and law background…I changed my 
major four times. 

  
I am going to be a sign language interpreter. I always been around it and I might as well 
learn it. I have friends and a little cousin that’s deaf. I was sick of writing things down on 
a little piece of paper.  
 
I always had an interest [in computers]. I like doing something hands on more than 
textbook. I was a radiology major and I couldn’t…it was just more hands on. I’m better 
with my hands, not that I don’t have a brain or anything! I’m better with learning 
something hands on than anything else than studying hard. I almost dropped out twice…I 
changed my major. I just looked through the FCC book. I wanted something hands on, 
maybe mechanics, but clean hands on, so like computers and I tried that. 

 

In some cases, students’ goals are clear, some are still vague, and sometimes, a student’s 

goals are limited by their social capital and expectations of what a career entails (Coleman & 

Hoffer 1987). For example, this business student says:  

The business program is alright but, I mean it’s good, it’s just not for me. Like right now, 
I’m starting my own part-time business, network marketing. So it’s like that’s a fun type 
business, you talk to people, they not interested, oh well. It’s part of the game, it’s fun. 
But in the work, I noticed it’s a lot of paperwork. If I get a job, it’s gonna be a lot of 
paperwork and I’m not gonna want to stick with it. It’d be a waste of money, waste of 
time, so. It was a good class, if that’s what you wanted to do, get a job in that field. But I 
wanted to own my own business and I’m gonna own my own business.   
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In addition to having limited perceptions of what a career entails, many students do not know 

about four-year college transfer options outside of the local public four-year colleges in the area: 

“Short term, I want to get an associate’s here and a bachelor’s at [the local university]. I’m not 

sure what schools to look into beyond [that one]. I want to get a higher degree, [but] I’m not 

sure.” 

Although most students have unclear, lofty, or even changing goals, most agree that the 

hardest part is getting through the door, making the decision to come to school and make it 

through the first semester. This sentiment is consistent with Ashburn’s finding (2007) that the 

first semester is the most crucial in determining persistence. Often times, students had external 

motivation to begin school, but then are able to persist, as this student explains: 

At first I wasn’t really interested in coming back. I figured, you know my mom is a 100% 
disabled veteran so I get educational benefits from her. It’s a nice check every month. I 
get the full amount as long as I go full-time. It’s really an external motivator factor for me 
to go to school. I feel like now that I’m here, I want to get that check. Then I kind of get 
into the swing of things once I’m here. I don’t know, I feel better about it now.  

 

Other “external motivators” to come back to school include family and friends:  

It’s the people around me, people that are older than me, doing that job. Or friends that 
you know that didn’t go to school. They’re making decent money, but not doing anything 
special, just hanging around the neighborhood. So you just don’t want to be in that 
situation. You want to better your life. I have friends not in college and they work in like 
unions and stuff and they make decent money but they’ll never see $80,000. They’ll 
always make like that 30, 40, they think that’s great now, but down the road, you’re just 
not going to move up. They just settle for less. They’re not stupid, just lazy…Plus, other 
people in my family told me, ‘You don’t want to drop out, you don’t want to be stressing 
like people out there.’ 

 

The transition during that first year is where many students are lost. Students struggle 

with “the bad memories [they] had from school before” and the workload. A music student, who 

is taking a business course, explains his adjustment to the workload:  
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It’s difficult to get into the groove of being required to turn in daily, weekly assignments. 
I had to adjust with this extra load, around work, this extra job. And being expected to 
write. In college, you are expected to write and express your ideas a lot more frequently 
and thoroughly than before. And it is challenging for me to express my thoughts that way 
and every class expects you to write. The only class I haven’t written a paper for is 
financial accounting. Even for my music classes. Even if we’re just singing, we have to 
go to a concert and write in that. Writing, that hit me like a rock, like wow! To learn how 
to express myself in words.  
 

The distractions of social life exist as well. Adjustment during that first year will often come 

with maturity.  

Once students are there for a semester, often the first semester, they get into the swing of 

things. The experience of a first-year student demonstrates how his first class at FCC made him 

excited about being in college:  

It was a class where the teacher was boring, he didn’t care if you came, even one 
time, as long as you did your work. But he taught and it was up to you to listen. It was 
my choice to come to class, my choice to listen, my choice to stay in class all that 
time and that what comes along with being an adult. So I learned a lot just from that 
experience. Then when I chose to listen, even though he was boring, when I chose to 
listen, he wasn’t so boring after all. I learned a lot from that one class.  
 

His experience demonstrates that one of the major challenges is engaging students, just getting 

them to listen and hooking them in. This student made the choice to do so himself. In this case, 

his positive experience during the first semester, that crucial first impression, allowed him to 

continue.  

Students’ Strengths  

Students at Fairview have many strengths, as recognized by the professors and the 

students. Professors notice that “they come bushy tailed and bright eyed and they always express 

a desire to improve. They always say thank you the day of the final.” “They’re friendly. Many of 

them want to learn.” A professor with extensive experience both at FCC and a private four-year 

university notes that the students at FCC are “very honest here” compared to the cheating and 
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plagiarizing he encountered in four-year competitive colleges. “It’s how they’re socialized…I 

just think that colleges develop social values.” 

The students’ challenges and background issues result in one of the most prominent 

strengths: being survivors. “They’re survivors. You talk to some of these students and you hear 

everything. There’s been so many referrals I’ve had to give to them because they’re married to a 

woman-beater. It’s just horrendous! One woman was falling asleep in class and said she slept in 

the train station last night.” A lot of those life issues can impede on progress at school, which is 

cited as a major reason for attrition (Cain 1999, Herideen 1998, Rhoads & Valadez 1996). 

However, people that achieve despite those challenges are some the best students, as a professor 

describes:  

They come here and they have a strategy. Sometimes they are university capable and 
they’re looking to lower their cost. They’re working and looking for a low-cost options. I 
would put them up against any university student in their second year. When they go to 
that college and they transfer, they are more competitive when they finish that degree. I 
think it the process of them learning the system here. They have to go through the school 
of hard knocks here but if they make it, they’re ready to go. So in terms of their strengths, 
those who make it do well. 
 

Students that graduate from the “school of hard knocks,” whether because of their personal life 

or experiences at FCC, seem to have a tenacity and persistence that pushes them to further 

achievements down the road.  A student, who is enduring some personal challenges to get to 

FCC and some difficulties with classes, explains: “I can’t just stop doing something because it’s 

difficult. Because I may run into something else that’s difficult and it may not be the professor or 

the course’s fault. I have to try the best I can and beyond that, I can’t do any more.”   

Students’ Challenges  
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Of course, this is not the story for the majority of students at Fairview. For many 

students, the challenges in their lives are directly to blame for their failure in succeeding, as this 

professor explains.  

Many [students] come from humble beginnings and that can be either positive or 
negative. They are used to struggling…many of them do struggle against enormous odds 
to become successful. They do try. They try very hard to overcome some of the 
challenges.  
 

Even though they try, sometimes the challenges get the best of them, for now. It is these 

challenges that result in students not meeting their goals and programs having “50% pass rates.” 

One challenge is lack of direction, which is consistent with findings that students’ stated 

aspirations are vague and overstated (Grubb 1991, Romano 2004). As one professor states, “the 

largest obstacle is the student that doesn’t know what they want to do. They need a lot of 

direction. They’re not sure what to major in….they don’t necessarily have work experience that 

will point them in the right direction.” “Most [students] are floatin’ around.” “Many of them are 

still very immature…so their priorities are mixed up,” resulting in a lack of focus and direction 

in college. This may be explained by lack of support for education at home. Many students are 

first-generation college students that “lack education in the household. They may be trying to 

cross a bridge that no one else in the family has crossed.” A professor told a story about a student 

who struggled against enormous odds to attend FCC and finally made it near graduation. She felt 

that her family would not want to attend her graduation. She felt like she was doing it on own, 

especially since her family kept asking her, “Why don’t you get a job?” So this professor 

handled this challenge by arranging an internship for credit for this student. She was finishing 

school and could tell her family that she was working too, so that they would be more 

supportive. 
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Another major challenge is underpreparedness, resulting in varying levels of ability in the 

classroom. This is a major problem at most community colleges, since over half of the 

community college students nationwide require remediation (DiMaria 2006). This refers to 

content knowledge, as well as student skills necessary to succeed in college.   

There is a wide range of abilities. Difficulty with learning what they have to do to 
actually study and understand what studying is all about…They don’t have study skills at 
all. They just want to memorize a few rules, not thinking critically about what they’re 
doing….there’s just such a wide range…They want to learn, they just don’t know how to 
learn. 
 
Some of them are very eager to learn and some of them are not settled. While they come 
here with the intent, I find that the ambition and drive is not always there…The attitude is 
good on one level of wanting to learn. But on the other level of putting forth the effort. 
Making that effort is a lot greater than a lot of the other students realize. Math skills are 
very poor, writing skills are very poor. They have the ability if they’re willing to work. 
The bottom line is- I tell all my students in economics, you can all pass this course. 
Whether you want to do the work to pass it is another question.  

 

One professor notices that the problem is compounded by remedial courses: “The biggest 

challenge is the transition from public school to college. The second problem is that once they’re 

here, they get into courses that are pre-credit courses and there’s a coddling process that starts. 

Then you take Economics and you’re in a full-blown college course. I think the workload…they 

just have no idea and there’s a problem with that workload.” This sentiment that current remedial 

practices at community college are ineffective is consistent with current findings (Deil-Amen & 

Rosenbaum 2002, Rosenbaum 2001).  

 Doing the work is not the only concern for student. The other challenge has to do with the 

students’ time constraints, given that the majority of students work at least part-time, and many 

have family obligations, which is typical for the majority of the nation’s community college 

students (Levinson 2005, Noel-Levitz 2006). A long-time professor realizes that “in most cases, 

what you see during the day is what you’re going to get” and builds time into keyboarding his 
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class for practice that he knows will not get done at home.  A student explains that this balance is 

difficult to achieve: 

You really gotta figure out…You really got to find a pattern for yourself and really feel 
comfortable with it…If you don’t have good time management, you’re going to do 
horrible, especially at FCC. It’s not like a four-year [college]. It’s a lot easier if you come 
from a lot of money, you can kind of just work on that, work on that, it’s your time.  
 
This ability to manage time and prioritize school is often not possible because of 

extenuating life circumstances. Students at FCC have a whole host of problems going on in their 

lives, a true reflection of societal problems across the board. One new student explains how his 

home life postponed his ability to even begin college:  

I went through some things in my life. I was supposed to play football in college, wound 
up not graduating, got kicked out of my house, I had a lot going on. I tried to go here in 
the fall…but me and my mom was going through it and she didn’t want to give up her 
financial aid information. So once I finally got that, I was able to get financial aid to go 
here. I was going to try to pay it myself to go here because I worked two jobs but it 
wasn’t going to happen. 
 
These personal problems have a ripple effect on the rest of their lives, as one professor 

describes:  

They have home problems. One guy was always coming in late and I asked him, ‘Why 
did you sign up for a 9:00 class if you cannot be here at 9:00?’ He said when he signed up 
for it, ‘my brother was living with me and my grandmother. But my brother moved out 
over the summer and I have to take her to a senior center. By the time I get here, it’s later 
and I can’t get in the parking garage’….you just hear it all. It’s one thing in their family 
that affects them. It’s just a snowball effect!  
 
The students who stay have varying perceptions and expectations of college. Some 

students use it as an excuse not to work: “If I don’t come here, my mom or my dad says I need to 

get a job. So I can go to school.” Others say, “It sounds good to say you’re in college.” Some 

“just want to get [their] credits and get out of here, to [a university].” Students are in a rush to get 

out and may not necessarily value the community college degree. One student, who has been in 

and out of FCC and other colleges several times, explains the difficulty to prioritize school:  
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Coming out of high school, I didn’t see college on the forefront of going further. I seen 
working as going further. OK, now I can work more and make more money. College 
wasn’t showing me the promise of a paycheck, currently. Like it took me a few years to 
figure out that I need a degree later on to make better money. At the time, it was money. 
The struggle with that is, you know when you go to work it’s an obvious motivation, you 
want to get paid. If there’s nothing else you like about the job, you get the check. But at 
school, it’s kind of hard to push yourself just as hard and say I want a degree.  
 

This student, like others lacking social capital, may not see beyond the short-term and value the 

investment of education (Bourdieu 1983, 2000). Of course, on the other end of the spectrum are 

students that are self-motivated and learn on their own. Overall, the students in the Business and 

Technology programs are representative of the student body at Fairview. They are diverse in 

every way: background, goals, motivation, and achievement. They struggle with personal and 

background issues, but they have strengths and the desire to improve their situations.  

Handling Institutional Challenges 

Now that we are familiar with the faculty and students who represent the Business and 

Technology Programs, we can explore how this program and the people in it handle large 

institutional challenges. Some of the challenges identified in the Business and Technology 

programs include program restructuring and disappointing graduation and transfer rates.  

The Business and Technology Division underwent some program restructuring about four 

to five years ago, when the Office Administration Program lost its status as a program. It is now 

a support program that offers required and elective courses for Business and Technology 

students. According to some of the Office Administration faculty, the program was suffering 

from low enrollment. One professor hypothesizes that the decline of students in Office 

Administration is “because of overlapping and near competition with computer information 

systems. [Courses like]…business math, business communication…those courses returned to the 
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mother load. Take [business math] in the math department. The shorthand of course is no longer 

here.” Another professor is concerned that Office Administration is not a distinct major:  

Why in a city where there are city jobs in city government and we need to employ people, 
why are [students] not getting these skills? How many of them are going to transfer? 
They’re lucky if they can get out of here and file, and type some things, and express 
themselves clearly. And do a little math and answer the telephone. But no, no program. 
 

Despite, or maybe because of these frustrations, there is “a wonderful effort” to revive the Office 

Administration Program. “There’s meaningful communication in our department…we do include 

the part-timers…and they make some very viable suggestions and are very in tune to what is 

going on here.” So with the help of adjuncts, who are still employed in the business world, the 

Office Administration program hopes to reclaim its status as a program with a distinct major.  

In addition to individual program challenges facing every program in the Business and 

Technology Division, and at FCC as a whole, the major issue with which they are confronted is 

the disappointing graduation and transfer rates. As a whole in the Business and Technology 

Division, the graduation rate is 17.7% according to college statistics. This is higher than the 

college-wide average of 7%, which includes undeclared majors. Of students enrolled in a 

declared program, 17.7% is about average for a graduation rate at Fairview. Individual programs 

within this division certainly see variation. The non-completion rate in Economics, according to 

a former chair of the program, is 40-50%, which is very high. He hypothesizes that the numbers 

are disappointing because the students are unprepared:  

They can take economics if they qualify for the admissions test…If they pass that and can 
take English 101, they can take Economics 101. Well, their reading levels and 
vocabulary, it is difficult for them to come in. They’re not really prepared. Sometimes it’s 
a matter of taking the course several times. Sometimes, you see them taking it a second or 
third time and they finally start to get it.  
 
Of course, the professors have made efforts to remedy this problem. A long-time 

professor, who was in administrative positions during his tenure, explains that sometimes the 
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problem is beyond academic efforts made by the college: “It’s difficult to ascertain exactly why 

they leave. It’s not always academic. The personal problems that the kids bring into the 

classroom…” A newer professor is making efforts to reach out to students by revamping the 

program’s website with job posting, career guidance, and a semester-by-semester breakdown of 

courses to help students. Other professors have tried to handle the problem by becoming 

involved in college committees, such as orientation committee, parity committee, and a 

committee investigating mentoring. Of course, all of the professors involved in the study try to 

work with students one on one. As an Economics professor explains:  

With a couple exceptions, everyone is pretty friendly towards students, will work with 
them, will meet with them ad nauseum. [Another professor] had a student come in for an 
office hour and he was in there for three hours answering his questions…You see a lot of 
colleagues with students…For the most part I think it’s pretty positive.  
 
This phenomenon in the Business and Technology Programs represents the source of 

many community college professors’ frustrations. The problems of cooling out and low success 

rates are institutional, have trickled down from the macro level, and impact this program directly. 

This group tries to handle these problems individually by working with students or on the macro 

level by becoming involved in college committees that focus on retention and student success. 

There is little program-level coordination to create a buffer between these institutional issues and 

the students. Despite all of the administrative and individual efforts and all of the professors’ 

good intentions and extra time, the success rates of students continue to be disappointing, which 

many of the professors take personally.   

Perceptions of the Professor’s Role 

Professors in Business and Technology recognize that they have a role in contributing to 

a student’s aspirations and helping them achieve their goals. Most professors and all of the 

students see the professor’s role as helping the student get through their course and learning the 
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material as their role in getting the student one step closer to degree.  “I am really just involved 

on the short-term level…I think my responsibility and I tell them my responsibility is to help 

them pass the course. My job is to do whatever I can to get them through.” However, despite the 

amount of help and encouragement, some students still do not succeed, which is the frustrating 

part:   

They don’t always avail themselves of the opportunities. It’s almost staggering. Because 
when I give them an exam, I give them the essay ahead of time and I tell them that if they 
give me the essay written out, I will go over it and tell them if the answer is complete and 
what is missing before the exam. They would have it and know what the correct answer 
should be. Now they have to do it from scratch. I would say that the average number of 
students that show up at my door with those questions is one or two. You know, they just 
don’t avail themselves. Part of it is they wait until the last minute…you know it’s like the 
old leading the horse to water. You can’t get them to drink. They don’t want to drink. 

 

 Other professors share this frustration. “In terms of a students’ success rate is so much 

dependent on the faculty interacting with them. I take responsibility for them in meeting their 

goals. I am trying to get everyone through my class. That is the extent of my responsibility.” This 

is where the frustration lies. FCC has good professors who really try to help students and they do 

not avail themselves of the opportunities for whatever reason.  

There was one professor in Business and Technology that perceived his role as extending 

beyond just getting the student through the course. He views his role as “paramount” in helping 

students with their aspirations, even taking class time to address their questions about various 

majors in business. Of course, he is the chair of a program and does a great deal of advisement. 

He feels that he is “like the first line of defense” when it comes to advisement for his majors. In 

this case, the line blurs between classroom professor and advisor, which presents the potential to 

positively contribute to aspiration.  
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Other professors make efforts to get students involved outside of the classroom as well. 

An Accounting professor explains his efforts:  

Every year, I get resources together and made connections to train over 40 students on 
how to prepare income taxes. I brought in volunteer to train accounting students for three 
weeks. I told my classes, ‘You’re going into accounting, this is a great way to make 
money. I did this and you make money hand over fist during tax season. Even if you 
don’t want to do it as a business, everyone needs to know how to prepare taxes.’ The IRS 
program provides computer software, training. After training, they take an exam and do 
free taxes for other FCC students. This year, we did over 300 tax returns for other FCC 
students only. The students learn how to prepare taxes and at the same time, they give 
back to the community, so everybody benefits.  
 

The same professor also tries to get students interested in the field by exposing them to the 

profession outside of the classroom:  

Every year, [the State Institute of Certified Public Accountants] hosts a college and 
university night in the evening, students from all area colleges. For the past four years, 
I’ve taken my students to dinner, buffet, games, meet other professionals, ask questions, 
scavenger hunt to find different CPAs and how they got started. They made it into a 
casino night, play money, earn money and win prizes. I’ve taken up to twelve students. 
It’s after hours, so that is another disadvantage…but I built it up. They see 200-300 
students from other colleges…and they are struggling thorough Accounting 101 just like 
them.  

 

This professor adds that he sends the information to other professors in his program, in hopes 

that they make announcements in their classes. The chair of the program posts the information on 

the program website. An Office Administration professor runs the Office Administration Lab on 

a voluntary basis. These are wonderful efforts to address students’ interest, commitment, and 

persistence, but on the whole, they are scattered and dependent upon the individual professor, 

which may be somewhat expected in larger programs.  

Business and Technology Programs Summary 

 The Business and Technology group represents the typical community college experience 

at Fairview in terms of student composition, faculty efforts, and program role. The students are 
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diverse and have many challenges and well as some crucial strengths, such as desire and 

perseverance. The majority of the students have vague aspirations. The faculty cares about the 

students and would like to see them succeed. They are torn between access and excellence, 

which shapes their interactions and approach with students. The program does not take a 

proactive approach in serving as a buffer between institutional imitations and students. Overall, 

the Business and Technology group handles institutional limitations that cool out aspiration on 

an individual basis, or just accept it as part of institutional life. Since the program is the level that 

mediates between the macro-level limitations and the individual student, it is important to note 

that the Business and Technology programs themselves do not make any uniform coordinated 

efforts to alleviate macro-level problems. Instead, professors try to get involved on the macro 

level by becoming involved on committees, such as the orientation committee, parity committee, 

or a committee addressing motivation and mentoring, to address student retention issues that 

way. In the classroom, it is handled differently by each professor. So on the micro level, there is 

variation in student experiences, depending on the professor in the program with whom they 

have had contact. This is typical in community colleges, in that the macro-level challenges affect 

all students but the individual professor handles them differently.  The next two programs 

present an alternate way of handling the institutional limitations, by having the program taking a 

more proactive approach as a sub-organization. 

Paralegal Studies Program 

The Paralegal Studies Program at Fairview, which is the only public paralegal college 

program in the city, is a small, tight-knit program. There are only two full-time professors and 10 

adjuncts. A full-time professor estimates that at any given time, the program has about 200 

students, joking that larger departments like “the English Department have more faculty than we 
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have students.” Despite the small size of the program, or maybe because of it, the Paralegal 

Program has a higher than average graduation rate at 32.2%. The Paralegal Program also has an 

accelerated program for students who have completed their general education requirements, 

either by transfer or at FCC, to complete the Paralegal courses in three 10-week trimesters. This 

group is primarily composed of mature working students, many with a bachelor’s degree already. 

By comparing the Paralegal Program, which has the potential to heat up student aspirations, or at 

least retain students, to the typical community college experience, as represented in the Business 

and Technology Programs, we begin to see differences that may be the foundation for potential 

solutions in addressing the institutional limitations that result in cooling out.  

Paralegal Studies Faculty 

 Like the professors in Business and Technology, the Paralegal professors stress 

professionalism, reflected by their being well-dressed and well-organized. They have a great deal 

of professional experience as well. In fact, all of the Paralegal professors are attorneys and some 

are still practicing, especially the adjuncts. One adjunct, who the students find particularly 

valuable, is a practicing attorney who started out as a paralegal, so “she has seen both ends of it.” 

Paralegal faculty, like their counterparts in Business and Technology, take their jobs seriously, 

are involved in committees, take on administrative responsibilities, and are generally satisfied 

teaching at FCC, finding it “a pleasure to work here.”  

Access Vs. Excellence 

As opposed to the Business and Technology faculty, who vary on their positions on the 

access vs. excellence spectrum, the Paralegal Studies faculty is clearly more excellence-oriented. 

This is evident because of their higher standards and requirements, which are a testament to the 

philosophical orientation of most of the Paralegal faculty. Whereas the Business and Technology 
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professors, and most community college faculty, are all over the place leaning toward access, 

excellence, or struggling in between, there is a clear tendency toward the excellence end for 

Paralegal Studies. This program-wide consensus on the faculty’s orientation to student 

expectations is certainly not the norm at most community colleges, where there is great variation 

in how community college professors perceive their role (Brewer 2000). The Paralegal faculty 

expects excellence, even from the first course in the program, which, in a way, is a “gateway” 

course, as these Paralegal professors explain:  

In some ways [the course] is a gateway. If you can get through that course, you’re going 
to do well and be successful. It’s not that we’re trying to screen people out. It’s the reality 
that if you’re going to have to make it through this class to make it in this profession. The 
legal research and writing course. 
 
When I came in, having worked in teaching similar types of courses at the law school 
level, I revamped the course a little bit because it wasn’t really challenging students, in 
my mind, of where they needed to be to go out there and work. We lose a few students 
because of that, because they are not able to be successful in that [introductory] class, but 
if they can’t be successful in that class, I don’t think they will be able to be successful in 
the profession. 
 

Another professor, clearly with an excellence orientation, feels that the success rate could be 

even better in the Paralegal Studies Program with more standards:   

Maybe some of the weeding out…Some of the students really don’t belong, like early 
warning or early alert or maybe college isn’t in their…not now, maybe go back to it when 
they’re more mature. Some are too young, some have too many life demands. More 
reality testing, reality checking. That will improve our numbers. It won’t improve 
admissions but it will improve retention. Some students really don’t belong here. They 
shouldn’t be in college ever, or not now.  
 

This emphasis on excellence is what many scholars believe results in cooling out. However, this 

professor thinks that the retention issue is more prevalent in remedial courses that students take 

prior to their Paralegal courses:  

It’s very rare that our students don’t graduate once they enter the program. We have a 
five-year rule that the American Bar Association imposes, but I don’t think we’ve ever 
had to impose it. They require students to finish all of their Paralegal courses in five 
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years. Most of our retention issues, I think, are the fundamental classes. That’s why my 
students wouldn’t be weeded out. 
 
The smaller size of the program and the professional need to be practical in training may 

be part of the reason. Some professors attribute the high retention rate to the fact that “students 

coming into the Paralegal Program [are] better students.” Even though the official admission 

requirements for the Paralegal Program are a 2.0 GPA and college-level English, the same as 

many other programs at FCC, there seem to be some unofficial pre-requisites, such as the legal 

research and writing course, which is course offered early in the program. Aside from this 

course, Paralegal students must get a C or better in their Paralegal courses to graduate. The 

program is also approved by the American Bar Association, so there is another reason the 

standards must remain high. This may be partially responsible for the higher success rates of the 

program as well. In this case, maintaining high standards for the Paralegal Program is justified 

because the students who would not make it were already weeded out in remedial courses or the 

legal research and writing course. So the Paralegal Program is able to have an excellence 

orientation because access issues were handled through remedial courses or the “gateway” legal 

research and writing course.  

 The emphasis on excellence is apparent in both the faculty and students in the program. 

Perhaps it is the personal qualities of the faculty and students within the Paralegal Program that 

result in the push for excellence. One professor notes that this may be due to the fact that the 

professors are all lawyers:  

Lawyers are kind of unique people. In a sense that they’re all anal, right? We’re all like 
super detail-oriented, we do everything 16 times to make sure nothing is left out. And I 
think if you have that quality professor, it really makes a difference in your life because 
they’re not going to leave one stone unturned. You know, I think that’s an advantage. So 
I think that we are the way that we are, they pick up on that. They come in with that 
natural tendency themselves or they wouldn’t be here. So the marriage of the two causes 
them to do well. 
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 The Paralegal Program is faced with the same institutional challenges as everyone else at 

FCC, but they have taken a proactive approach as a program to handle them. The program as an 

organization has created its own culture, built up the informal organization among students and 

between students and faculty, and has its own expectations and rules. Although access is not at 

the forefront, the program has successfully utilized its status on the mezzo level to cushion 

students and faculty from the institutional cooling out tendencies. 

Paralegal Studies Students 

Like the Business and Technology students, the Paralegal students are diverse and the 

professors like that. Similar to the experience of a few Business and Technology professors, a 

Paralegal professor who has taught at four-year colleges describes this preference:  

I’ve had students as young as 18 and as old as 80. I’ve had students of every race, of 
every religion, who are Muslim, Buddhist, you name it. And all different economic 
backgrounds. I have students that have a college degree and are coming for Paralegal 
Studies and go to [private and Ivy League universities]. You have other people that are 
coming back to school after working for 20 to 30 years. Others, out of [city] schools and 
need a lot of remediation. You couldn’t have a more diverse place than community 
college. That’s a huge plus. 
 

 Another professor, who has taught at a four-year university, explains:  

The student body was very different [at the university]. I mean, literally no diversity there 
to speak of. And I like the richness that diversity brings to the classroom. Teaching a 
bunch of students from middle class suburban backgrounds who have never been 
criticized for their grammar, you get very different reactions than you do with the 
students here. I definitely prefer this type of atmosphere than that. 
 

The professors appreciate the diversity and enthusiasm of the students:  

What’s interesting about our students is that we really have a broad range. I have those 
[straight from high school] and then I have those that have graduated college and are 
career-changers. I have Ph.D. people that are coming to be paralegals. So I do enjoy that 
feeling of first of all being glad to be here, wanting to be here, and not that they deserve 
to be here and also having that broad range of students. 
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The major difference between the Paralegal students and the typical community college 

students, those in the Business and Technology group, is that the Paralegal students are more 

motivated and goal-directed. The professors notice that “the majority of the students really want 

to learn. They are here not because mom and dad are making them come to college or because 

it’s this expectation.” Even students that are unclear on their particular goal still know they want 

to go into the legal field. One professor/advisor describes “unclear” students:  

They’re all over the place. Some realize that for a more secure job they need an associate 
degree and that’s all they want. Other students see this as a stepping stone to law school, 
to get a four-year degree. Most of them want to practice as paralegals or in the legal field 
in some way. There’s a really wide range. And then those that already have a degree 
come here….they want to go on to law school but see this as a baby step to make sure 
that this is what they really want to do. Or they need to improve their GPA because as an 
undergrad they were somewhat immature and did not do as well as they could have. 

 

Even though the students are unsure about being a paralegal in a particular field versus a 

lawyer, they still have an idea of the law field, as opposed to some students, who are deciding 

between being a veterinarian or an accountant. On the whole, the Paralegal Studies students are 

more clear on a goal and generally have higher, or more realistic, aspirations that the other 

students.   

They want to make a living, they want to support their families, they want a profession, 
to feel that they have earned this and they can hold their head up. They want to have a 
career that they’re committed to and that is committed to them. And as I said, many of 
them want to take it a step further and go to law school. Some of them have had college 
and some haven’t, but some attain the law degree and become lawyers, and judges, 
actually. Some tell me they want to be judges, and some tell me they want to run for 
office! 
 
Students generally echo the same sentiments. Some of the reasons they chose the 

Paralegal Studies Program at FCC include:  

I was looking for a Paralegal program that was ABA (American Bar Association) 
approved and was close. This was close, ABA approved, and actually it was the cheapest. 
Before working at the law firm, I worked at the law school, had an internship in the law 
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field but I didn’t want to be an attorney. I didn’t want to invest that much of my life into 
it. This was sort of the next best thing to that. 
 
It was ABA and it was community college so the fees were less expensive…I had a 
career and when I became a mother, I became a full-time mother and wife….when I tried 
to resurrect my career, I found that I could not even get an interview…The other reason I 
chose Paralegal Studies is because I thought maybe eventually I would go to law school 
but the reality that I’ve come up against is that the expense at this stage in my life, is a 
real judgment call as to whether I would take on that expense and find myself graduating 
from law school at age 61 and not having that many years left to support myself. So I’m 
stopping at paralegal. 
 
I did not come in with that intention [to be a paralegal]. I was undecided. So I just did the 
basic classes, English, math, sociology and finally I decided. 
 
I started college out of high school and I was a political science major. I didn’t finish 
because other things happened in my life. I came back and I guess I’ve always been 
interested in the area. But I had so many interests….it was tough at first but I’m getting 
the hang of it now, since I have kids and I work. 
 
Although some students came in undecided, it seems that once they chose Paralegal 

Studies, they are very clear about what they want, unlike other students who have chosen a major 

but are still floundering with their goals, as noted with the Business and Technology students and 

community college students in general (Grubb 1991, Romano 2004).  

Students’ Strengths 

Like the Business and Technology students, the Paralegal students have many strengths. 

The one strength the students have in common is a sense of determination. As one professor 

notices:  “they really want to do what they’re here for and know what they’re here for.” The key 

difference is that the second half of that phrase: “they know what they’re here for.” Even 

students that are unclear become clear with advisement. A full-time professor/advisor has 

“worked one on one with students that are a little questioning.” She explains her approach and 

perception of students’ strengths:  

Most of our students have a strong interest in law. I do interviews at the beginning and try 
to get to know them and get them to know each other and almost every single one of 
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them express a strong interest in law. Many of them want to be lawyers. More and more 
of them are. We actually have some law graduates in our program. So I think it’s a strong 
determination, very goal-oriented and other strengths, and I think to rise above. So many 
of them have had so many setbacks between their own children and their parents and the 
schooling background that they’ve had. The fact that they’re here is just…. 
 

The professors are in agreement: 

I find them in general to be a very nice group of people, very polite group of people, 
motivated people. They care about their work. They’re very competitive, far more so than 
you would think. So yes, it’s been a pleasure for me. Occasionally you’ll find a person 
that’s not that involved or doesn’t appear to care but that is in every classroom.   
It’s mostly their willingness to learn, their eagerness to learn and their desire to do well. 
They really care about their grades and getting good grades. They have a lot of pride in 
their work too.  
 
Another strength is that many of the students, especially the accelerated students, come 

very prepared with both background knowledge and good student skills. One transfer student 

explains his how his experience at a four-year college helped him at FCC: “I don’t think I was 

ever assigned an advisor. I didn’t know, I mean I sort of did, but I took it upon myself to call the 

department head and say I need to take classes here’s what I’m going to take. I guess that’s 

something I knew from college. I don’t think I would have known that out of high school.” So 

unlike the variability in student motivation, aspiration, and readiness that is present with the 

Business and Technology students, the Paralegal Studies students on the whole seem more 

focused and prepared. 

Students’ Challenges 

The Paralegal Program faces many of the same challenges as the Business and 

Technology Program does, but not to the same degree, whether due to their student quality, 

program efforts or something else. The issue of underpreparedness is still a concern, as some 

professors describe:  

They really want to be here. They may not understand how to effectively study but the 
desire is there. 
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Writing is a very strong skill for the field of law and many of them do not have the ability 
to do that. And the English classes that they’re taking, have taken here, are not getting 
them to the level where they need to be. Writing is an interesting subject. I kind of see it 
with my two kids in college. They went to great schools where writing was encouraged, it 
was made fun. We did a lot of reading at home, they did a lot of reading at school. We 
always had books and newspapers around. So I see that sometimes it’s almost too late to 
catch up. But I can’t convey that to them because, you know, that’s discouraging and I’m 
here to encourage, but that is a big concern of mine.  

 

This professor, although definitely excellence-oriented, still is concerned with access.  The same 

professor recognizes that some of her students lack the social capital to know the rules of 

college.  

Some of the students are surprised they have to pay at all. They think it’s free, like high 
school. In many cases it is subsidized by financial aid but only if you do that in advance. 
They say ‘Oh you have to pay? I didn’t know that.’ And they have no savings to pay for 
it. So it is a rude awakening. Maybe blame the guidance counselors in high schools. 
 

 Some of the Paralegal Studies students, although it is not the majority according to the 

professors, face the same remediation and background issues as other students at Fairview. 

Again, the Paralegal professors make program-level efforts to address these. The Paralegal 

professors try to utilize the Learning Laboratory at Fairview, but as mentioned, the tutors are not 

paid well and only certain subjects are offered. The Paralegal Program has made an effort to find 

its own tutor every semester, primarily for the legal research and writing course. The professor 

approaches students personally and hand-picks a good student who has good "teacher" qualities. 

Although the tutor is still paid minimum wage, the program usually has a tutor because the 

professor approaches the student personally and it is viewed as more of a service to the program. 

This is a great example of how the program works within the limitations of the tutoring center. 

They use the strong relationships and cohesiveness of the program to present possibilities, or 

other reasons to tutor besides the money.  
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Another professor, who teaches the introductory course to the program, legal research 

and writing, tries to address basic student skills in class:    

There’s other things I try to work with them both in the classroom and individually in 
terms of, ‘Do you have a day planner, to keep track of your assignments?’ They don’t 
come in with those kind of skills. First day of class I say, ‘Who in here has an assignment 
calendar, a day planner, a computer, whatever to keep track of your assignments?’ I 
might get one or two students that raise their hand. Little things like that they need to 
learn.  

 

The other common student challenge is time constraints. An adjunct professor, who is a 

practicing attorney and sets high standards for her students, explains:  

They don’t generally do that well with reading assignments. They don’t keep up with 
reading assignments. They often times, because of time constraints, do not do the 
readings so I have to do it with them in the class…The problem that I’ve found is that 
some folks, they are good students, they come to class, they do the reading, they do really 
well on the exams, but they just get behind on the trial book and they just don’t manage 
their time. So they end up with A, A, on the exams and a failure on the trial book. They 
only did 3 out of 15 or 16 assignments. So it’s their own problem though. They have to 
learn how to manage their time. But they are busy people. I understand, I don’t judge 
anybody but that’s something that I’ve noticed. 
 

Many times, the time constraints are the result of life issues, as they are with many other students 

at Fairview. A full-time professor, who often encounters these issues in the course of advising 

her students, explains:  

They have huge issues going on in their lives outside of the classroom that impact them 
inside of the classroom. I mean I have had students who have missed class, one students’ 
uncle attacked him with a knife, he was on drugs. I have another whose four-year-old was 
sexually molested. These are life issues. Not that these things don’t happen to other 
students in other environments but these students, it’s a lot more concentrated [at FCC]. 
And most have to work at least work part-time. So there’s just a lot of issues that make it 
difficult for them to concentrate or prioritize their schoolwork. I think we also get a 
higher percentage of students with disabilities, not just learning disabilities, but 
psychiatric disabilities. I’m very surprised at the number of students that have told me 
they’re bipolar. The fact that they told me tells me there are others that have not told me. 
You see that more here because it is an open enrollment school and students can get the 
support that you can’t necessarily get elsewhere.  
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A student’s ability to succeed depends on the student and the situation, as this professor has seen 

both positive and negative outcomes in her students struggling with time constraints and life 

issues: 

I’ve had students that have done very well and other students that unfortunately have not. 
I had one student who did really well here and was accepted at several schools to get her 
bachelor’s degree. But she was involved in an abusive relationship and ended up getting 
pregnant. She completed her associate degree but I don’t think she ended up going on. I 
have another student that is starting law school in the fall, it’s taken her awhile but she 
got her associates degree here, her four-year degree at [a private university]. She’s a 
single mom, working. 

 

The students who participated in the study demonstrated their determination to get 

through it. A common sentiment echoed is that “I just wanted to get through the program,” 

despite what life presents, perhaps a testament to the quality of student attracted to Paralegal 

Studies. Overall, the Paralegal students are more goal-oriented and focused, more prepared, and 

more determined. This difference can be attributed to a combination of factors: student qualities, 

faculty support, the fact that these students made it through a “gateway” course and in some 

ways are a better group of students academically than others, or that the accelerated program 

draws many mature working students, who tend to do better than traditional college students.  

Handling Institutional Challenges 

The Paralegal Program faces the same institutional limitations at FCC that the Business 

and Technology Programs and all of the other programs have to face: administrative confusion, 

advisement issues, policy variation, financial constraints, and the various background issues the 

students bring with them. The key difference is how this program handles or copes with these 

barriers. These differences may provide some insight to how programs vary in impacting student 

aspirations.  
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The Paralegal Program is actually a sub-organization within the larger organization of 

Fairview. As Blau & Scott (1962) noted, within formal organizations, various smaller formal and 

informal organizations are formed. The Paralegal Program is a formal sub-organization, due to 

its status as a program, but it has strengthened its organization, built on the informal 

organizations, and assumed some of the organizational duties that they view as failing on the 

macro level. The faculty has designated duties: one full-time professor handles advisement and 

internships, another handles the coordination of the programs, while the adjuncts teach the 

courses and support the program. This exception to the traditional bureaucratic model fulfills 

Dickinson’s prediction (1999) that community colleges will need to undergo a process of 

debureaucratization in order to meet the complex needs of the student and institution. The 

Paralegal Program takes a proactive approach to handling institutional problems in the following 

areas.  

Culture of Excellence  

The most obvious difference between Paralegal Studies and the Business and Technology 

Programs is that the Paralegal Program has a distinct culture and sense of unity as a group. In a 

way, they make up for the lack of institutional commitment or school pride that FCC students 

lack as a whole. There is unity of the Paralegal group, in which professors view students’ 

achievement as a reflection of the program and professor. Paralegal professors take care of “our 

students.” Because it is a smaller program, the professors have repeated contact with students 

through several classes or through advisement: “I’ve had [students] before or they came to me 

for advising. Usually when I go into my…class, I know 90% of the students from some prior 

interaction.” This prior interaction can be built upon, sometimes to create a meaningful 

relationship with the student. Students also end up in the same courses together, making it 
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somewhat of a cohort model. It is “another thing that I think aids retention,” as one full-time 

professor explains:  

The classes are small. I start out with as many as 30, we have 30 as a maximum in all of 
the classes except for writing, which is 25. But as they get into their second year, the 200 
level courses, they tend to be 12 to 15. They travel together and tend to form their own 
network. 
 

As one new student describes her perception: “I feel different than other students [at FCC]. 

Because other students…don’t even know what they’re doing...I feel like we’re in our own little 

group.” This support structure of peers and professors creates a sense of cohesion for students, 

which may result in higher engagement and persistence in school (Karp, Hughes & O’Gara 

2008).  

There are high expectations for students, but they are very satisfied for the most part with 

the Paralegal Studies Program. The students attribute their satisfaction to the professors’ 

experience: “They’re experienced. They’re lawyers. They give you a lot of information. What 

they learned, their experiences.” “I think that’s part of the reason that [the professor] is so good, 

because she was a paralegal first. What she’s telling you, you need. She’s done it.”  The 

professors’ high expectation for students is a notable positive, according to the students: “It 

seems like it is so important to them that you do well.” These high expectations support 

Dougherty’s finding (1992) that community college faculty’s expectations impact student 

aspiration. The students also feel that the professors go out of their way to help: “You know, if 

you’re not getting it, they’re right there, this is, let me see if I can explain it to you a different 

way.”  

Although most of the professors at FCC in other programs do many of the same things – 

share experiences, have high expectations for students, and go out of their way to help students – 

the difference here is that these efforts are shared by everyone in the Paralegal Program and the 
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students have less variability in their dealings with the program’s professors. All of the 

participating students had mostly positive things to say about the Paralegal Studies Program and 

noticed the program-wide efforts:  

It all goes back to the department. Without that department, I don’t think it would be that 
easy to navigate through. 

 
Despite some of these pitfalls, from what I hear, this is one of the better Paralegal 
Programs and this is on top of [other private paralegal programs]. From what I hear, this 
is the most comprehensive program. The Paralegal students are the most prepared. Good 
reputation too.  

 

The Paralegal Program builds this culture in a social informal manner by sponsoring a 

club. A visiting lecturer runs the club as a social way to connect students to the program and the 

field, again building a sense of cohesion in the program.  The professors are all aware of the 

club’s functions: 

They take an annual trip down to Washington, DC to get in to see a Supreme Court 
hearing. They do end of the semester party for the paralegals…They try to do some 
volunteer work. They do something in connection with Constitution Day. They had a 
constitution people could sign. It was set up down in the lobby. They gave pocket 
constitutions to people.  
 
[The club] brings them together for social events. They go to Washington DC to see the 
Supreme Court, they’re going to Broadway to see a play based on the life of Thurgood 
Marshall. So sort of law-related social events.  
 

Even the adjuncts get involved in these extracurricular events. One adjunct professor was 

involved in Law Week by presenting a speech on the process of how to pick a jury. Overall, the 

culture created by the Paralegal Studies Program fills the void of institutional commitment that 

many other FCC students feel.  

Advisement  

This cohesion is solidified by another major difference between Paralegal Studies and 

most other programs at FCC - the issue of advisement. Paralegal Studies, as a sub-organization, 
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assumes the macro-level duty of advisement and conducts all of its own advisement. Full-time 

professors conduct the bulk of advisement for the students. One of the full-time professors, who 

also works for general advisement, stresses the importance of departmental advisement:  

Our retention rate is very high because we’re a program and we work closely with them. 
And I think another reason for that is because we do all our own academic advising. I’m 
an academic advisor for the whole school but I do it both for my program and for general, 
what they call walk-in. Students come in to see me that want to be nurses, pharmacists, 
therapists, a range of things. When I say ‘Who are you talking to in your program?’ It’s 
no one. So first of all it’s incumbent upon me to advise them in anything, which is not the 
best advice they’re going to get. They should be meeting with people in their program 
that not only know the academic credentials but also know the job market. Without that, 
they’re like adrift.  
 

Most of the Paralegal students take advantage of the departmental advisement, finding it 

clearer than general advisement.  Students’ thoughts on advisement in the Paralegal Program are 

consistent:  

If you go into any other program, like Business or Nursing, you won’t get as much 
information as you would with the Paralegal teachers because they know what they’re 
doing. They know the classes, what we should take, what we should be at. The other 
counselors they just give us the classes ‘Oh here you go,’ when you don’t even need it.  
 
I met with [the coordinator of the program] on a Tuesday afternoon at like 1:00. She met 
with me, did all my classes and registered me right there on the spot. She personally did 
everything herself, took time out of her day and I wasn’t even in the program yet. She 
was just trying to help me get set up, get on the right path to get started. 
 
With this program, it’s more personal. You’re not a number. You’re an actual person. 
  
I’ve been to three different colleges where I had to deal with different programs and I’ve 
never had this centralized attention that they put on me here. 
 

This close relationship between students and professors is evident, as the professors have a very 

clear sense of the students’ success:  

I had one student deciding which law school to go because she was accepted at so many. 
A few students going to law school in the fall: one at [a local university], I end up doing a 
lot of letters of recommendation for that kind of thing. A lot of students at [a local Ivy 
League university] undergrad, for some of them it works out very well. 
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We have a student that is a really wonderful success story. She’s going to [a local Ivy 
League university], actually we have two students transferring to [this local Ivy League 
university] undergraduate. We have others that are getting into schools with great 
scholarships. I have a student that’s getting into [another university] with a full 
scholarship. Then others, a lot of them, want to take a year off and work and make sure 
this is the right profession for them before committing to going back to school. Kind of 
take a breather because our students don’t just go to school. They do everything, so for 
them to just have a job is like a vacation. Yes, I see that a lot of students are attaining 
their goal. 
 

Even the adjuncts have an idea of how their students succeed: “Periodically I do hear…I had a 

great story where a guy had the trial book on the train and an attorney said, ‘What’s that?’ [He] 

didn’t know the guy. He showed him the trial book and got a job with that firm. So I’ll get these 

phone calls about thanks so much and things of that nature.” So the Paralegal professors not only 

help students with advisement, but also see them through to the end until they succeed. 

Professional Experience  

This recognition that the advisor must know “not only know the academic credentials but 

also know the job market” is something the Paralegal faculty takes seriously. Not only do 

Paralegal professors conduct academic advisement, but there is a dedicated full-time professor 

who handles job readiness and internships. This professor describes her role:  

Part of what I do is job counseling. I really love that, it is part of my teaching…The 
internship [class] is a job readiness class. They get real life experience. So I feel like they 
get a beginning. I also teach the 101 class so I see them when they’re coming in and 
they’re not really sure and I see them at the end. I really get a good feeling of satisfaction.  
 

Seeing students in multiple classes and taking an active role in advisement and job placement are 

some of the major differences that Paralegal faculty members view as contributing to their 

students’ success.   
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There is an internship course, which is optional, but is strongly encouraged as students 

are getting ready to exit the program. The professors encourage students to do the internship, 

which is not required. A full-time professor explains:  

A lot of [students] will steer away from [the internship] because they think it will not 
work with their schedule because they have another job and other things going on. Trying 
to understand the importance of that, of networking…[We] can’t really require it because 
there are evening students working full-time and there are no evening internships 
available. There are some students that can’t do it.  
 

However, most students opt to do it. It is valuable not only for professional experience, but to 

hone their aspirations in terms of choosing a particular specialty within the Paralegal field. One 

professor notes the advantages of the internship:   

Networking, put experience on their resume, even if they’re not going directly into the 
workforce, but are transferring, they still have that experience on their resume when they 
go to look for a job. It has led to a job and gives them a real sense of what’s out there. 
They may not really have any idea of what they want to do when they get out then. 
Maybe ‘I thought I wanted to do litigation, but I want to do [another field]’…To see what 
it’s really all about. Part of the internship is to learn about interviewing techniques, 
putting resume together, even how to dress professionally, showing up on time. They 
didn’t have to do these things in high school. 
 
To prepare students for this experience, there is time spent both inside and outside of 

class on professionalism. The professors try to incorporate it in class.  

I stress the importance of deadlines and I have very severe penalties for late work.  I try 
to stress attendance. I have students that just miss an exam and they haven’t contacted me 
or anything and I try to explain to them: If you had a job and didn’t show up, didn’t call, 
what do you think would happen? And they start recognizing it for themselves but they 
haven’t grown up with that. A lot of stuff that we take for granted. 
 

So even students that are unprepared or may not come from homes in which professionalism or 

education is a priority, the professors try to work with students individually on that, with the help 

of the internship as a structure.  

Practical Focus  
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The coursework within the Paralegal Program is also very practically focused, “where 

you actually do readings, prepare documents.” For example, one adjunct professor, who was a 

paralegal herself and is now an attorney, has the students prepare a "trail book," which is a 

collection of prepared "pleadings beginning with a summons to a complaint to a preliminary, to 

all kinds of discovery, preparing interrogatories, requests for documents...deposition, notices, 

and letters...There's about 16 projects." This practical assignment prepares students for what they 

will actually be doing in the professional world. It is a "beautiful project, soup to nuts, they can 

use with an employer." The students find this preparation particularly successful when they 

begin an internship and a job. This example is consistent with findings that satisfaction and 

engagement have been documented in practically focused courses and subject matter that relates 

to interests and employment (Astin 1999).  

The practical nature of the courses, emphasis on professionalism, and job preparation 

results in success, according to all of the Paralegal professors and students. An adjunct and 

practicing attorney sees the success:  

When they go out in the workplace, I think some employers are surprised what they 
know, particularly when I get through with them. They can really work. They’re ahead of 
the learning curve. These people know more, I’ll tell you right now, than a first year 
person out of law school, or even a second year. I have an associate working for me, I 
mean, he wants to come to this class, because he doesn’t know anything. You don’t learn 
anything of practical value in law school. It’s all theory. I mean you learn the Federal 
rules of procedure and the Federal rules of evidence. You read the rules, you read cases 
interpreting the rules. You don’t actually put pen to paper and do something. So they’re 
way ahead of the lawyers and I think the firms like that and pick up on that.  
 

The whole philosophy and structure of the Paralegal Program seems to be a win-win as one 

adjunct professor notices:   

The [professors] really want to work with each student. They know every student…they 
know every student’s name…they make it their business to know every student. They are 
just all over the place with trying to train them to interview, to be good employees. They 
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help them get jobs right and left. I think it’s their enthusiasm and their well-honed 
organization and relationships with law firms in the community that they really work on 
all the time. It shows the young people, yes you can get through this program and yes you 
can get a job. They have a speakers and…the program set up with the internships. I can’t 
think of anything they’re not doing. They’re like over the top in terms of making sure that 
students succeed…They have such high standards but they’re so supportive of the 
students and such proponents of getting them jobs that it makes them want to 
succeed…and they do succeed. They are hooked up in every way shape and form 
possible and then when they get there, they generally do a good job. It’s kind of win-win.  
The other thing they do…is strong with alumni stuff. They really want alumni to come 
back, share their experiences and that’s exciting. There he is, he has a suit and tie on, 
graduated. They do a great job.  
 

So on the whole, the Paralegal Studies Program has faced major institutional challenges by 

uniting as a mezzo-level program and intervening themselves, in addition to making individual 

efforts.    

Program-Specific Challenges  

Although the Paralegal Program is focused on excellence over access and has positive 

success rates, there are challenges unique to the program. Of course, retention is always an issue. 

So the Paralegal Program continues its efforts described above to help students through 

advisement, internship, job training, and becoming a part of the program. Some students have 

noticed that although the small program and its tendency to care for its students is positive, it can 

present a small challenge. This student describes her approach on handling issues in the program 

or with certain professors:  

You have to be practical. You also know that this is a very small community with the 
Paralegal department and one has to be careful about what you say and how you say it 
and the image of yourself that you’re presenting because these are people that will help 
network you into jobs. 
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Since the professors know one another and students usually have the same professor more than 

once, it has the potential to build relationships but also may present problems if there is a 

personality conflict between a particular student and professor.   

Another challenge unique to the Paralegal Studies Program is the difference between the 

accelerated evening program and the day classes. This accelerated degree option is designed 

primarily for students who have already completed most or all of their general education 

requirements, either at Fairview or by transfer. The Paralegal Studies Accelerated Program 

sequences the ten Paralegal Studies courses required for graduation in three ten-week trimesters, 

which may vary from the regular college calendar. Courses in the Accelerated Program are four 

hours long with some online options. Students may take courses in both the Accelerated Program 

and the regular semester format, provided there are no conflicts. This opportunity for both 

beginning students and students with prior coursework or career changers opens the program to 

more students. However, students notice that “there is such a difference between the accelerated 

evening Paralegal classes and the day classes.” It seems that the two groups are two different 

populations, with the accelerated students being non-traditional, working students and the day 

classes are typically traditional college students. One accelerated student, who is a career 

changer, describes her experience taking a day class:  

I took [that] class during the day last semester and I was amazed at how slow the students 
were and how much the teacher had to adjust backwards. I mean I still got a lot out of it 
because I put a lot into it. It felt like a high school class as opposed to a college class.  

 

Another accelerated student describes the direct approach of the accelerated classes:  

If you go through a whole semester, things could have been sped up or things that should 
have been condensed into a ten week course never is. They give you the information you 
need in a timely manner and it’s dead on, right in front of you so you know what you’re 
doing every week. You know exactly how much time you have, what you’re going to be 
turning in, what you’re not going to turn in. 
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Day students seem satisfied with their courses, but a professor who teaches both day and 

accelerated courses admits that she does move slower for the day students.  

I think there’s a difference with the accelerated students because they’re older, they’re 
working, many of them are in law firms. They are a little bit more intrigued by these 
pleadings because they see all of this…They find that very fascinating and then they start 
to get into the rules and know what they’re doing on their own. I like people to be very 
self-sufficient and have confidence…the students in the evening are attuned to that, a 
little bit more fascinated with that. The students during the day, they’re trying. Some of 
them don’t have as much exposure. They’re not working in law firms by and large…It’s a 
little bit harder for them to get their arms around everything that I’m saying. The rules 
and things are so foreign to them, despite the fact that they should have had some of this 
before they came to me from 101.  
 

This difference between the two options presents challenges for students taking courses 

in both groups and for professors who have to adjust to the groups, adding another element of 

diversity in the classroom. Although I observed and interviewed participants from both groups, it 

is unclear whether the student outcomes vary between the groups. The differences between the 

two groups are a reflection of what every professor at Fairview must balance – meeting the needs 

of a diverse group of learners.  

Perceptions of the Professor’s Role 

A major difference between Paralegal Studies and other programs is the role the 

professors take in addressing student aspirations and retention. In the Business and Technology 

Programs, all of the students and most of the professors view the faculty role in terms of helping 

a student achieve their aspirations as getting them through a particular course. A few professors 

make individual efforts to address student advisement or retention by conducting advisement, 

providing extra support, or providing professional activities outside of class. Other professors 

address the issue by being involved on the macro level with committees or college initiatives. 

There is great variation in how the professors handled that part of their role. As far as the 
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students are concerned, they only recognize the in-class teaching as the major role of Business 

and Technology faculty.  

In the Paralegal Studies Program, the professor’s role, at least for full-time professors, is 

not only to “get students through the course,” but includes advisement and job assistance as well. 

This is specifically addressed in the organization of the program and all of the students are aware 

of this role that the professors have assumed. Because the macro-level system has not been 

successful with advisement and retaining students, as the previous chapter explained, the 

Paralegal Program as a sub-organization has adopted that role. A full-time professor explains the 

motivation behind the professors taking on more than just teaching:  

Our program, I guess I see [advisement and job placement] as part of my role in the 
program. You’re in the Paralegal Program, so we’re going to take care of you guys, to be 
successful….there are selfish reasons for doing that too. If they go out and they blow it at 
a job, it reflects poorly on the college and affects other students at the college. So to me, 
if we’re sending them out doing the best they can do, so they’re prepared, that’s going to 
positively impact students coming into the program in general.  

 

So the professors see themselves as teachers, advisors, and advocates. The “selfish reason” of 

wanting to maintain the program’s image is consistent with the excellence tendency of the 

faculty and the legal profession’s recognition that networking is important. Certainly, 

maintaining a good reputation is key to supporting relationships with internship sites and job 

placement referrals for students.  

In order to maintain these standards, the program takes a proactive approach to 

advisement. Not only do professors meet students outside of class, but they actually incorporate 

advisement into class content. In the introductory course, the coordinator of the program does an 

orientation to the program in class. Then the course focuses on goal identification and 

exploration as an introductory course professor notes:  
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One thing I help them with is identifying their goal. So…in my 101 class…I created this 
syllabus that I think is working out well. It’s divided into three parts. The first trimester, 
if you will, is what does it mean to be a paralegal, what are the requirements, what are the 
tasks, that type of thing. During this part of the semester, we look at different job settings 
and see how they would personally fit into that and see what their choices would be. 
Then where do they see themselves... This is something they’ve never really thought 
about before it’s sort of an eye-opener for them. So we work on goal identification and 
also where do they see themselves fitting into which settings. Then we also bring in 
outside speakers, both paralegals and lawyers and have them speak to them.  
 

In addition to in-class exploration of goals, the class also incorporates real-life exposure and 

experience in the field from the beginning. By the time students enter the internship, they have a 

more concrete idea of their goals:   

We also go to court. I take them to this particular court, it’s an arbitration center and they 
hear simple cases fast and decide cases fast…They work in small rooms and the students 
actually get a chance to interact with the lawyers and hear a case from beginning to end. 
That helps them too….Then [in] the internship class at the end, we do a lot of sharing…I 
usually have ten [students in that class].  

 
The small classes accommodate this one-on-one advisement. Also, by having one professor 

designated as the person who manages internships and job placement, she is able use the 

connections in the field for both purposes, as she explains here:  

Tonight I’m going to talk about jobs that I just got. One of them is from a student that is 
in the internship class. So she is there to answer questions. She’s been promoted and they 
really like her there. I was at her office today. Unless I actually gone to her office and 
talked to people there, I wouldn’t have got this job posting. They met me and said this is 
a good program and what I’m about and they trusted me to find them four new people. So 
we’re going to do some of that.  
 

This professor goes out to all the sites, which provides real-life experience for students, and 

makes professional connections. That way, the legal community deals with one consistent 

representative from Fairview’s Paralegal Program, when it comes to internships and jobs. The 

Paralegal Program is able to support this position with some grant assistance. This professor 

explains that she has a project through a Perkins Grant to help the students find jobs through the 
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internship. The grant is through the college, but she is able to counsel students and share 

opportunities in the job field with them.   

Although the Paralegal Program has only two full-time professors, they divide the 

organizational duties among themselves and the adjuncts. The coordinator handles program 

administration for the college and conducts advisement. The other full-time professor handles the 

internships, job readiness and placement, and advisement. She explains her position as having 

two parts to it, internal and external:  

It's really got two parts to it: internal and external. Internal is working with the students 
and helping them get a good resume, good references, a cover letter, like the whole 
packet. Then working through the interview process, how to dress, how to research jobs, 
with the hidden networking. Because they're scared to network and don't know how. So 
we spend a lot of time on that. 
[Then external], I invite them to events that I go to, legal events…We have a mentoring 
program...Students are assigned in 101 a mentor, someone in the legal community who 
they're a paralegal or a lawyer or someone in the legal field. They have to email them set 
up an appointment, which is a task they need to learn how to do on a professional level, 
and set up the appointment and meet with them at their workplace, interview them, and 
prepare a written and oral presentation. It's great because think of all the parts. It teaches 
them interviewing skills, set up an appointment, how to complete the assignment, do an 
oral presentation. A lot of the projects I do I have them speak about it in class. So I feel 
it's a good setting for that, making them more comfortable in the school setting. That is 
kind of getting them ready for job search. Then the internship, I pretty much set up all the 
internships. I urge them to do it, but I find that they just can't. When they try, they don't 
complete the cycle. I really want them to do it because this is part of job search. I can't do 
everything for you. 

 

This key person is a liaison to the legal community and is able to coordinate all off-campus 

experiences, including job preparation, mentoring, and the internship. This connection with the 

professional community is then reinforced through the social organization of the club. Another 

professor, a part-time visiting lecturer, manages the club. The other adjuncts are there to teach 

and reinforce the programs’ culture of the excellence and professionalism through practical 

application skills. The adjuncts, most of whom are full-time attorneys, are extremely busy, but I 
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was fortunate to have one participate in the study. She describes her role in the program: “To 

teach them as best I can, everything I can, for them to really be successful, to really understand 

what’s going on, to think for themselves, to be able to do their own work product with 

confidence and to really understand the process and see what it is.” 

Because the whole program is on the same page and consistently reinforces the same 

ideas and practices, the students catch on, becoming involved in the organization. The students 

echo sentiments of excellence and advocacy:  

She’s the one that for me pushed and pushed and pushed and finally made it happen, to 
finally get my waiver. 
 
She will step up to bat for you.  
 
My advisor [is] pleasant, nice, and encouraging… It’s incredible support, really, really 
helpful, really champions for you. 
 
She will help you get a job if you need it. 
  
She is always emailing me, she emails everybody about new job openings, or if they have 
job fairs here.  
 
She’s really good with your resume too. If you need help with your resume, email me and 
we’ll go over it.  
 
She did that last semester in our class. Give me your resumes so I can just go over them 
and give you feedback. 
 
Of course, the professors are not the same, in terms of teaching style. There are some 

individual differences in the classroom, as some students recognize.  

I don’t know if they’re all on the same page because we were lucky enough to have [this 
adjunct professor] for civil litigation and she required the trial book. If someone else 
taught that, I’m not sure that we would have the trial book….so there’s no consistency. 

 
I had another class...on Saturday. Our teacher [an adjunct] was never on time, never 
prepared...we learned nothing in that class...Anything I learned in that class, I learned on 
my own and everybody in that class felt the same. 
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Other students report differential relationships with the professors, explaining that the experience 

“depends on your relationships with the individual teachers within the Paralegal department.” As 

in every program, there are individual differences with teaching style, assignment, and 

relationships, which will be explored in the next chapter. The consistency in the Paralegal 

Program has to do with the approach to student advisement, retention, and success. Although 

some of the students are concerned about lack of consistency and the effect of one’s relationship 

with the professor, for the most part, students see the Paralegal professors’ roles as not only 

helping them get through a course but to help with becoming a professional in the field.   

Paralegal Studies Program Summary 

 The Paralegal Studies Program is a small, tight-knit program that stresses excellence and 

professionalism. Compared to the Business and Technology group, there are some similarities. 

Both programs have dedicated and professional professors. Both programs have a diverse group 

of students that have personal and background challenges, but also the strengths of determination 

and survival. Both programs have to deal with the same institutional limitations that have the 

tendency to cool out student aspiration. The individual professors in Business and Technology 

and Paralegal Studies care about their students and are aware of student retention issues, making 

efforts to address them.  

 The major difference lies in how the programs address institutional limitations that cool 

out students’ aspirations. In the Paralegal Studies Program, there is a solid program organization 

that addresses these issues and buffers students from their impact. They have created their own 

program culture, which stresses cohesion, excellence and professionalism. They reinforce this 

culture through their own "organizational practices," such as mentoring, in-class exploration of 

professional goals, internship, job readiness and placement, and individual advisement. The 
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Paralegal Studies Program has assumed some of the macro-level duties, such as advisement, that 

were failing institutionally. In addition, the Paralegal Program is smaller so that professors and 

students have more interaction, both inside and outside of the classroom, which helps with 

advisement and other issues students may encounter when trying to navigate within Fairview's 

bureaucracy. The smaller size and emphasis on cohesion has also created peer groups, which 

serve as "information networks" for students. The reasons the program has assumed this stronger 

mezzo-level organization are numerous: professor personal qualities, the nature of the legal 

profession emphasizing networking and practical experience, the small size of the program, the 

quality of students that are attracted to the profession, and the "gateway" course that screens 

some students out. The Paralegal Program is an example of a formal sub-organization assuming 

larger organizational duties by building on its existing mezzo-level organization and its informal 

organizations of faculty and students.  

Although the Business and Technology Programs have some of the same elements as the 

Paralegal Program, such as program advisement, out-of-class exposure to the professional world, 

some smaller classes, and some efforts to build a subculture, these efforts are scattered and 

dependent on the individual professor, not a coordinated program-wide effort. Most of the 

professors in the Business and Technology Programs address the student success issue on the 

macro level, by becoming involved in institutional efforts to increase retention and success. So, 

the major difference between the two programs, in terms of their approach to contributing to 

student aspiration, is the organizational level on which they make efforts to intervene. Both 

programs intervene on the micro level, in their classrooms and individually, but beyond that, the 

Business and Technology Program tries to address solutions on the macro level, while the 

Paralegal Program finds solutions on the mezzo level, within their own program. The last 
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program, Early Childhood Education, presents another example of mezzo-level intervention, but 

takes a much different approach than the Paralegal Studies. 

Early Childhood Education Program 

The Early Childhood Education Program is also a smaller tight-knit program, although it 

is a little larger than the Paralegal Studies Program with four full-time professors, a part-timer 

that is as involved as a full-timer, adjuncts, and about 350 students. The program has a much 

higher graduation rate of 51.3%, compared to the 7% overall graduation rate at Fairview. In 

addition to offering the Early Childhood Education degree, this program is also involved in 

training for the national Child Development Associate (CDA) credential, which is a minimum 

requirement to work in licensed childcare facilities, the Director’s Academy, and coordinating a 

four-year university cohort at FCC. While this program shares many of the qualities that make 

the Paralegal Studies Program a success, there are some major differences. Both Paralegal 

Studies and Early Childhood Education are strong formal sub-organizations that have build on 

informal organization to address limiting macro-level situations for students. However, the Early 

Childhood Education Program has a much different culture and approach, which still results in 

success.  

Early Childhood Education Faculty 

Like the other professors in the study, the Early Childhood Education professors are 

professional, are satisfied with their work at Fairview, and care for their students. Their 

commitment is demonstrated by the lengthy tenure of the full-time faculty. Of the three groups, 

the Early Childhood Education Program has the most professors that have been working at FCC 

for a longer time, with three of the professors at FCC for over 25 years. The seasoned professors 

jokingly refer to the “new” professor, who has been in the program for only twelve years.  The 
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professors enjoy their work and find it very rewarding. One professor, who helped to establish 

the program in the 1970s, recalls, “I think it’s really rewarding. I love teaching at the college 

level, especially these students. They’re motivated, they’re willing, they’re excited about what 

they’re doing. They really want to be in the field…These are the people that are going to be 

dealing with our kids so it’s important work that we’re doing.” It should be stressed that even 

though the faculty members are on the same page, there are some individual differences, as in all 

programs, as this professor explains:  

There are more people teaching with divergent views, which I think is healthy. We’re not 
all the same. I just got through revising the curriculum, my favorite subject, play, and 
how it’s implemented and working with teachers on how to make, investigate, and 
explore and all those kinds of issues. One person on campus uses a different book. [The 
coordinator and I] want them very much to use Creative Curriculum but people have that 
freedom, academic freedom to choose what they want to do. I suppose that’s healthy. 
 
The most distinguishing characteristic of the faculty is their passion for the field of Early 

Childhood Education. It is apparent in their conversations and it comes through in their teaching. 

A professor, who has been at Fairview for over 30 years, explains:  

I’m very passionate about what I teach. I use an expression that comes from my Catholic 
upbringing. It’s been a vocation for me. When I look back on experiences in my 
childhood, I remember things about how teachers treated not only me but other children. 
And they stayed in my memory, so I think I found my calling. So I’m very passionate. 

 
This professor attributes the passion and commitment of the faculty to the fact that they “all of us 

come from out of classrooms working with small children. I think that’s a huge factor.” This 

echoes the sentiment that the Paralegal students recognize about the professor who was formerly 

a paralegal herself. Part of being passionate and being a good teacher is having been in the 

position yourself.  

This passion and commitment to the field is obvious to the Early Childhood Education 

students as well: 
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I think if you take these classes, you have to love the children and when you do take these 
classes, you see how much the teachers love the children. They couldn’t know as much as 
[my professor] knows without loving kids…Everyone in that class loves kids. We all 
have our story that we cry about and the one we’re proud of…We’re learning as we’re 
talking, like kids learn through playing.   
 
[The professor’s] passion for the psychologists. She used to tell us that Piaget was her 
husband, Erikson was her lover, and Skinner, I believe was someone else. And that’s the 
way she would speak to us, ‘We’re talking about my husband today. You gonna know 
everything about my husband’…So she was passionate about what she was doing and 
that made you passionate about it too. Also how she was more flamboyant in her 
instruction, on the other side of that you have [another professor]. Fantastic! I’ve had her 
for Nutrition and she’s fantastic. She also makes you get inside that child.  

 
It’s just people being exactly where they want to be doing exactly what they want to 
do…Basically, everybody is doing something that they love and they’re committed to 
that knowledge base [of Early Childhood Education]. 
  

So despite the individual professor’s teaching style, they convey passion for the field. It draws 

out the students’ interest. The passion sparks the student initial interest in Early Childhood 

Education and ignites it. It’s contagious, which is the perfect scenario for heating up.  

Access Vs. Excellence 

On the access vs. excellence spectrum, the Early Childhood Education faculty is not as 

excellence-oriented as the Paralegal Studies faculty, but is somewhere in between access and 

excellence. Similar to “lawyer” characteristics shaping the Paralegal Studies Program (detail 

orientation and emphasis on excellence, reputation, and networking), the Early Childhood 

Education Program is shaped by the philosophies of early childhood (meeting the child where he 

or she is, focusing on the whole child, nurturing, and guiding). One professor explains:  

We’re concerned about the whole student. I think that the philosophy that’s the hallmark 
of our profession is part of the hallmark of this program. We talk about young children, 
that it’s about the whole child. So our faculty meetings are characterized a lot of times by 
saying, ‘Do you know what’s going on with this student? You should have this 
information. Should we sit down with the student together?’ It’s a constant, sometimes 
it’s at the meetings, sometimes in the hallways, or resource room, just a constant flow of 
information back and forth about who our students are, what strengths they bring, what 
barriers exist to them being successful.  



 205

 
This philosophy is more aligned with the access end of the spectrum, but maintains excellence, 

as this professor describes the balance:  

We’ve noticed over the years that there are students who sort of slip through the cracks. 
They’ll be just marginal in class, then they’ll move on to another class and they’re 
marginal so we try to tighten that up so that we’re talking about those marginal students, 
either because they seem to have issues working with other students or…just marginal 
skills that they have. So we reach out to them and we all have extremely high 
expectations in terms of work on time, quality work, and attendance. 

 
The Early Childhood Education professors have expectations, like the Paralegal faculty, 

but instead of a struggling student being lost in remedial courses or a gateway course, the Early 

Childhood Education professors give them personal attention to help them stay in the program, 

to truly have access. A professor explains:  

Our students often drop out because of pretty amazing family issues that happen to them. 
They just can’t get back…The ones that are having a hard time, we have very serious 
talks very early in the semester give them a chance to have the work made up, knowing 
that their grades are going to be low…We don’t lose very many but it takes personal 
attention.  
 

The program’s orientation towards students is reflective of the philosophical orientation of the 

Early Childhood Education profession. The difference between Early Childhood Education and 

Business and Technology is that the professors are consistent in their stance of being middle 

ground between access and excellence. 

Early Childhood Education Students 
  
 Like all of the other students at Fairview, this group of students is diverse, although there 

are more females in this program, which is expected of this female-dominated profession. The 

professors describe the diversity:  

Very eclectic. There isn’t a descriptor. Coming from a variety of income levels, 
backgrounds, faiths, family lifestyles. The main thing our students have in common is the 
desire to make a difference in the lives of children. 
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There is a very big mix of students. That’s the exciting thing about teaching here and 
they’re a challenge. We have everything from 18-year-olds out of high school, although 
there are fewer and fewer. There are more and more middle-aged women who are coming 
back to school or having the opportunity for the first time through many federal 
programs. Or we also have a lot of, it’s very interesting, mainly women, but we have a 
few men, who are using this as a second career…They are grandmothers and some of 
them just want to come into the field. So in terms of ethnicity and racial background, you 
name it and we have it.  

 
This diversity is a strength, as everyone noted. Like the Paralegal Studies students and some 

Business and Technology students, the Early Childhood Education students are committed and 

motivated. Both students and faculty stress that the Early Childhood students share one quality: a 

love for children.  

Students’ Strengths 

This common love for children and passion for the field of Early Childhood Education is 

the most obvious strength of these students. Unlike some typical Fairview students, who are 

motivated by external factors to come back to school, or feel like they should be in college, the 

Early Childhood Education students are there because they want to be better teachers; they are 

committed to their field. Most of the students have previous experience with children, either at 

work or at home, which is an asset in the classroom. The professors note their students’ 

commitment and how their prior experiences with children are an asset in teaching:  

Students have made the decision to be ECE majors. So we find them particularly 
motivated with some experience in the field, not always meaningful and appropriate 
experience in the field, but enough experience that we can really have in-depth 
conversations. We can’t be hands-on but we can be minds-on. Let’s take a good look at 
what you’ve been doing. 

 
[Students] are usually very committed. They really want to be in this field. They have a 
real commitment. I’m not sure all of them are totally suited for Early Childhood, but I 
would say that the majority are. That’s one strength. Most of them that are interested 
really have a personality that lends itself to Early Childhood. Because many of them have 
children and grandchildren of their own, they know, they’re flexible, they roll with the 
punches, they understand. They’ve had life experiences, so they know what they field is 
like, the disappointments. They’re willing to accept…the kinds of rewards you receive 
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are not always tangible kinds of things. The baby standing up for the first time, the baby 
making first sounds. They know that instinctively. I think many of them now are coming 
with the knowledge that they really want to learn. It used to be that it was really hard for 
people that had been in the field, coming back to school to accept some the new ideas. 
 
Many have their own children, most work in childcare, so they have prior experience 
with children. They are familiar with the content. 
 
I would say our students, most of them are here really because they want to be. Every 
now and then you get one of those school district people who are old timers and she 
resents the fact that she has to come back to school. But they are so in the minority.  
 
In the program, I would say they’re…non-traditional students in the urban environment 
who a large majority of them are already practitioners and have been practitioners for a 
number of years. Because of the state’s many incentives and initiatives in quality 
improvement, they have been motivated to return back to school or now have funding 
opportunities to return back to school. They are a glorious group of practitioners and 
students who are investing in their learning. And are changing really the trajectory of 
their own lives, as well as their family’s lives.   

  
Because of this commitment, many of the students are very determined. This student 

explains her determination to stay in school despite an advisement mistake:  

First semester, I took three classes, because the [general] advisor told me. He originally 
told me to take five…I’m working full-time! I don’t think he totally listened. I don’t think 
he did. I said there’s no way I could handle it. ‘Give me three’ because I was so afraid, I 
was so scared, 47 years old going back to school, you know it’s not easy! So I took 
Health Care of the Young Child, I had Psych, and Intro to Education. And that worked 
out really nice but…I struggled with the Psych…I stuck with the three although I’ve 
never dropped a class…But I’m gonna make it. I don’t give up. I’m not a quitter.  

 
Another student explains her thirst to become a better teacher:  
 

I did different jobs and went back to ECE. I got a job with the school district as a 
teacher’s assistant in a comprehensive program. Then I decided to go back to school so I 
could get a better feel for it. I just didn’t want to work. I wanted to have the experience 
and the knowledge, so I could be a better teacher to children. I got my associate’s. Then 
my heart and soul got into it and I wanted to further my education even more and be a 
better teacher to the children. I wanted to be…everything to the children. 

 
I must say that after meeting the Early Childhood Education students, most of them have their 

“heart and soul into it,” as they are dedicated to the field and their professions.  
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The professors have noticed that the determination is especially prevalent with older students, 

many of whom are working and must take the courses to keep their jobs in childcare, due to new 

state regulations. One professor describes her mature students:  

For a lot of people, especially with my more mature students, meaning chronologically 
my more mature students, their goal is to really do well in school. I jokingly say 
sometimes I would trade many of my really young students for just a handful of the 
students with a little maturity under their belt, only because they are willing to take 
school very seriously, sometimes to their detriment. They can go overboard with it. 

 
Overall, the Early Childhood Education students have a very valuable internal strength of 

passion and love for the field, which fuels their determination. One student feels that although 

the professors are wonderful and support the students, the success rate of the program is due to 

the students’ internal motivation:  

You do not get into this field for money. So we know if you get into this field, you either 
number one, love children. You have to be motivated. This is something where most 
people are already working in the field and then they make the decision I want to stay in 
this field and I want to further my education. Once you get there, you know, you keep 
going from there. You’re serious about it. It’s not about makin’ money. It’s about lovin’ 
your job and what you’re doing. Even if you don’t like the job you’re at, you can love the 
job and what you’re doing. Some people they just like, children need you and they like to 
feel needed. I think that children, they always like ‘I love you, I miss you.’ We all need 
that. Some of us don’t get that at home. So we get to work, we get there, you like ‘I want 
to get back to work on Monday because Michael said he loved me on Friday and he’s 
excited about seeing me and coming in the morning.’ So it feels like you actually have 
your heart into it. That’s why I think it’s so successful. The people going into it really 
want to do it.  
 

The students’ background commitment to the field, with the added support of the program and 

faculty seem to be a great combination that may help explain the higher than average success 

rates.  

Students’ Challenges 

The Early Childhood Education students share the same challenges of the other students: 

time constraints, life issues, and remediation. Although experience with children, either at home 
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or at a job is valuable, it does present a challenge for students balancing work, school, and home. 

A graduate of the program, who is now in the cohort for her bachelor’s degree, explains her 

adjustment in handling school with a family:  

When I first started, I had three children, I have four now. And it was kind of hard 
working with the three children. And my husband he would stay home with them and 
helped a lot and I had my mother. But still you want to be home with your children. It 
was a guilt thing. I felt guilty. Now it’s not so bad. My boys are teenagers. My daughter 
is four and I have a ten-year-old. But my teenage boys are proud that I’m back in school 
and I’m getting my bachelor’s. And my four-year-old and my ten-year-old, they’re just 
like, ‘Mommy goes to school like we do!’ That was the only challenge. It was the guilt 
between my family…but I was so gung-ho to go. I think it was more toward the end. I 
don’t know if I was tired or I was like ‘I need to graduate.’ I was putting my own 
pressure on me. I put more pressure on myself more so than my classes do.  
 

Professors can identify with these students: 

I also think that [the students] are extraordinarily hard-working…I was a young parent 
with very small children going to school full-time, so I know. And I had help and not all 
of my students have help. I had my husband with me and he was a great support to me. 
So a lot of our students are doing it without back-up and they work incredibly hard. Most 
of them are also employed.   
 
Our students come in and generally they are listeners, they’re alert and they want to be 
there. Very tired, they’re very glad just to get in their seats. Some of them in the winter 
don’t take their coats off. They’re so glad just to be in one place. They’ve dropped off a 
kid here, a kid there, by the time they’ve parked or had public transportation, they’re like 
‘I made it. One more class without missing it.’ I see that in some of them. 

 
Many students can come to class but have no time for the extracurricular opportunities that the 

college and program has to offer, as these students explain:  

I’m working. I was asked to go on the honor society and I declined. I’m doing good in the 
classes I’m in now. If I’m in an honors class, it’s accelerated classes and I don’t have the 
time for that, so I’ll stick with what I know. 
 
I just don’t have the time to be in the club.  
 
One professor views this time constraint, in addition to life issues, as an opportunity for 

breeding great strength in his students:   
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Perhaps the majority of them have incredible life challenges, things that deter them from 
completing their degree. They’re almost all working, most of them full-time, and have 
families, but it’s the hardships they all face, the financial hardships, the family hardships, 
the deaths, the illnesses, their own children and the issues they have with their children 
and the schools that they have to battle with. So I find that their ability to come in and 
focus, to stay with us, and complete the course is just an incredible strength. They have 
real understanding in most cases for each other and often reach out. So they have great 
social skills in that way, great personal skills.  

 
A lot of our students have faced adversity and in many instances are stronger because of 
having dealt with adversity. Adversity can be economic, but lots of times…we’ve had 
students that have suffered abuse or neglect, or the effects of addictions in their family. 
They’ve faced adversity and want to make a difference in the world. 
 
The students have incredible motivation and commitment because of the hardships that 
they face. 
 

Even though the Early Childhood Education students struggle with issues outside of school, the 

professor’s perception is more strength-based, in that they try to frame these challenges as 

opportunities for growth, another testament to professional philosophy of the field.  

Another major challenge is remediation. Because the program has no screening course, 

many students struggle with academic issues, as the professors recognize:  

A large percentage of our students have to go through remedial courses. 
 
I can’t just blame a student who has just graduated with the most basic of skills and then 
the expectation is that we can just fix it. We can’t. We can improve it but we can’t fix it. 

 
Generally very low study skills, study habits, reading skills very low. So we have to do a 
great deal, all of us need to find multiple strategies of reaching the student, multiple 
opportunities to demonstrate that they have the knowledge. Some of them have very high 
test anxiety, some of them can’t write simple sentences to express themselves so we have 
to have multiple ways to assess what they are learning. Taking a math class panics about 
20% of them, just having to get through the basic algebra. They struggle and work their 
way through. When they leave us a semester, they come back and they’re intent to finish. 

 
The students do well in the familiar Early Childhood Education courses but really do struggle 

with classes outside of the major, especially in math and biology for this group of students. This 

older student explains her problems with a required math course:  
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My greatest challenge was the last time I was in a school situation was when I graduated 
from high school in 1966. Then 2006, 40 years later, I walked not only back to school, 
but into a college environment where most of my peers are younger than I am, quicker 
and faster. That was a challenge for me to adjust and to see if I could keep up and 
maintain a good GPA, which I have been. Right now my GPA is 3.14 and I’m really glad 
about that. The only course that has been challenging for me was advanced algebra. 
That’s what brought my GPA down from a 4.0 to a 3.14…I couldn’t get what he was 
teaching. I got basic, but when it came to advanced algebra, I don’t know if it was, maybe 
for me, it was the language barrier. Also it was I don’t think the professor spent enough 
time explaining and it was almost like a brush-off when I was trying to understand. I was 
going to drop…I talked to him first. I said, ‘I have to drop this class because I don’t want 
to have a failure and have to come back and repeat it. I don’t understand.’ And he 
convinced me, ‘No, don’t do that, you can do it; you can pull it out, stay in class.’ So I 
did and I winded up with a D. I was very upset. Because if I want to get into a bachelor’s 
program I can’t do it with a D in advanced algebra. I’m going to have to take it over 
anyway! I was upset about that. 

 
Even though many of the students with whom I spoke struggle with math, they feel supported by 

the faculty, as this student explains:  

I had some problems with Math 118. I wasn’t prepared for it. I took it over the summer. It 
was a Tuesday and a Thursday and I wasn’t prepared. Like I didn’t have enough time to 
prepare the Tuesday class and get that under my belt before I learned something new. I 
did fail it once and then I took it again but I barely passed it. I did struggle, but I wasn’t 
going to quit over it. The Early Childhood teachers, they make sure you know that if you 
have trouble, they would help you or whatever. There’s tutoring available, so I felt…I 
just knew that if worse comes to worse, something would happen. I would find another 
math class or something…I never thought about dropping out.  

 
Most of the participating Early Childhood Education students report that they never considered 

dropping out because they felt supported and validated by the faculty, which is consistent with 

Barnett’s finding (2007) that faculty validation contributes to student’s sense of integration and 

persistence. Other challenging areas include reading and writing, computer skills, and basic 

student skills as the professors notice: 

A lot of challenges. Mainly in the area of, not so much reading, but really understanding 
and comprehension of the material. Their reading and also many challenges in terms of 
being able to express themselves on paper. Some of them graduated from high school but 
some of them have a GED. Very poor academic skills. A lot of them, very poor computer 
skills too. In fact we’re going to add it. A lot of them still don’t have computers at home 
so it makes it difficult. A lot of them have to use the computers here in the learning lab.  
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Not understanding in the beginning the independence that it requires to be successful in 
college. By that I mean, you might get a little leeway in grade school, someone is there to 
remind you to do your assignments. It is your responsibility to do your assignments and 
get them in on time. They won’t chase you down and beg you for them. I think another 
problem is that a lot of our students are products of the [city’s] public school system and 
as such, their reading and writing levels could be much better than they are. 

 
The fact that many students have been out of high school for a long time or some students may 

have attended school districts that did not prepare them may attribute to the remediation 

problems in this program. The program has recently addressed the computer proficiency by 

adding a computer course requirement to the curriculum. One professor notes that academically-

lacking students can become defensive about their lack of skills:  

Then we have the other end with students with incredible attitude challenges. They just 
don’t want to feel like they don’t know what they’re doing. They don’t want to show 
often that they don’t have the writing skills or the reading skills. So they can be often be 
very defensive in class.  
 
Like every program at FCC, student underpreparedness, remediation, life issues, and time 

constraints are problems. The interesting difference is the approach that the Early Childhood 

Education Program takes in handling these issues. In class, the approach is similar to what some 

of the professors in other programs do, in terms of meeting students where they are and working 

from there. This professor describes how she works with students with poor writing skills in her 

class:  

There’s a variety in terms of writing. Writing is very important to me because language, 
reading, children’s literature…I think everyone should have a lot of practice in writing 
and their high schools don’t ask it of them. If they’re returning to school after eight to ten 
years, all they’ve written is notes to teachers or grocery lists. So I try to help them. I put a 
lot in there. By English department standards, it wouldn’t be a lot but we have content to 
deal with, we can’t take that much time. I tend to take them all and have them give me a 
very short writing thing on a card, something easy that’s an “I” message, like what most 
interested them in the class today or is there anything they’re not certain of, or something 
they’d like to follow up on that was discussed today in class or is there anything that 
baffles you. I get that kind of easy thing, I try to build confidence. Always working on 
that. Then I give them in writing, recalling the first time they were read to, recalling 
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something, again it’s an “I” message, something I remember, so that’s fairly easy, a one 
page thing. Some people write two or three. Then I move from that to something a little 
more complicated, where they’re comparing or contrasting, let’s say folk tales or 
something. For some of them, that’s very difficult, for others it’s a shoe-in. 

 
This process of meeting students where they are and working with them in small achievable 

steps is reflective of the Early Childhood pedagogical concept of “scaffolding,” in which an adult 

starts with the child’s skills and builds on that thorough social interaction, language, and small 

steps until they reach the goal. This is another example of the profession’s philosophy coming 

through in their approach to students.  

 The unique solution to handling the student challenge of remediation is that the Early 

Childhood Education Program brings college resources to the students. This makes sense, since 

the classroom is the main point of contact that students have with the college (Hagedorn et. al 

2000, Maxwell 2000). For example, this professor brings the writing tutor to her students:  

I encourage them to use the learning lab. That seems so remote to them. So last year, I 
had the learning lab guy come to class at night and do a little thing on grammar with us to 
show us how they work with students on grammar issues and they loved him! Many of 
them. And I hope they follow through. I’m going to tighten up my way of checking on 
that. 

 
Then the professors help connect students with services outside of the classroom, as these 

professors recall:  

Sometimes I will make it my business when there is a change in the student’s behavior. If 
they appear stressed, weepy. I have often walked a student up to counseling, called on the 
phone to [a counselor]. She is one of the counselors that has worked with Early 
Childhood. I will call to see if she is in her office to take a student on an emergency basis. 
That’s for the most extreme of circumstances. I try to listen and if the advice is largely 
professional in nature, for example if the student is having a problem at their agency that 
is really distressing them, I may try to give support or advice. If it is familial, medical, 
then I want to direct them to a counselor.  

 
We have this wonderful series of support lectures with the English department…She 
came here and helped us work with students that were having real language problems and 
helped us connect more easily to the learning lab and gave us some good documents to 
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help us with sending specific info up to the learning lab with this is what I need done, this 
is what the student has. Our students are becoming more used to using these services.   

 
So although Early Childhood Education as a program has assumed on some institutional 

functions, they make efforts to connect students with valuable macro-level resources. The 

professors realize that there are some valuable services available:  

We’ve had students who have come because they’ve had disastrous experiences in other 
courses, their Gen Ed courses. And we’ve been very successful helping them connect to 
the support system here at the college. We have a wonderful student activities director. 
He’s been at the college a long while and worked his way up to that position. We know 
that we can go to him, if we can get a student to go to him, he is wonderfully patient and 
thoughtful and professional. So students that have wanted to drop out of school because 
of a bad experience with a teacher have been able to work through it, find their own 
responsibility, write the letter explaining what their issues were and learn how to take 
care of it more professionally. So that has been extremely helpful. 

 
We have a counseling department with some wonderful people who will work hard and 
flexibly to meet students’ needs. They work well with us. ECE students always have 
issues they’re always problems. Always a sense of they’re not being supported and they 
bring that attitude with them. But across the board, if a student really wants help they can 
find it.  
 

In handling student issues in their classroom or individually, the Early Childhood Education 

professors utilize the learning laboratory and counseling office to help its students. They bring 

the services to the student or introduce the student to one key person in that department, making 

it less overwhelming and daunting.    

Handling Institutional Challenges 

 Like the Paralegal Studies Program, the Early Childhood Education Program, as a formal 

sub-organization, has assumed many macro-level functions and strengthened its organization as a 

program by building on informal organizations (Blau & Scott 1962). Like the Paralegal Program, 

there is a clear division of labor within the program. One professor handles administrative issues 

as the coordinator, another handles practica and the club, another handles CDA training and 

scholarships, another is the liaison with state and four-year colleges’ Early Childhood programs, 
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organizations, and initiatives, and all conduct advisement. This program has assumed many of 

the same functions that Paralegal Studies has – building a distinct program culture, advisement, 

providing professional experience, and having a practical focus. However, the manner in which 

these areas are addressed is much different. The key difference is rooted in the culture of the 

program, which is based on the professional philosophical orientation of Early Childhood 

Education. 

Culture of Family 

Both programs fill the gap when it comes to cohesion. However, while the Paralegal 

Program builds a culture based on excellence, networking, and professionalism, the culture in 

Early Childhood Education is quite different. It is more like a culture of family. Culture is 

difficult to describe and define, but here is how the Early Childhood Education faculty and 

students describe it:  

I think that…we create a community within the community, if you will. And I think 
that’s extremely important. Our students know that it’s family-like. That our concern 
extends beyond their grades to whatever things might interfere with their success.  
 
You become a family, like our own little community. It’s the same people you’ll see in a 
lot of the classes. 
 
They make it like a family atmosphere. We all in this thing together. Because any time 
you have difficulties or problems, you can always go to the teachers and they will help 
you, they will support you, they will go that extra mile to make sure you make it.  

 
But [our professor] is very compassionate about his teaching and he’s really gonna work 
with you. Really he sees where people are struggling, so he goes around the class 
individually or in the office. 

 
Our students are our ambassadors for the program now. They go around and they 
talk…They become like family. They’re all very family-oriented. So they take that and 
they bring it to the college.  
 
There’s a personal connection and [the students] know us. I don’t know if that’s anything 
particular about us. I know a lot of faculty in other departments that are as caring and 
personal with their students. Nevertheless, the five of us are particularly interested and 
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available for them and committed. So I think that feeling permeates our classroom. The 
family builds and supports each other. I don’t know much about students in other parts of 
the college whether they are having as many family issues, poverty issues, trying to 
struggle through work to get here. Maybe all of them across the board at the college are 
but I know our students particularly have a great many challenges but they find a strength 
and solace and network here…It is our home here. The teacher are all different here in 
terms of their particular approaches so the students get a broad range of different 
perspectives and we try to keep it open in that way. We lose students and yet we know 
and we worry about those ones…We have a mission – we are Early Childhood 
Education, you must feel that way where you’re at. 

 
The [students] are very supportive of each other. We are often able to build nice networks 
and a nice secure place inside of the classroom. There is a certain amount of safety and 
they tend to build connections. So those that are absent or have a planned absence they 
tend to build connections or people to call, study groups. We put them into groups 
regularly from the beginning of the semester. Some of the people don’t like working in 
groups and we ask them to work through it. We ask them to seriously consider why you 
don’t like working in a group and give them a chance to work through it.  
 
The students hate to leave here because they feel really like it’s a family. We try to make 
it that way. And a lot of them, even if they don’t bond here, they bond with each other, 
they call each other, they have their own network. They really miss it when they leave 
here because we are supportive. When they need help we tell them go get help. You need 
to go to the learning lab. We try. They don’t always, but the older ones. Even some of the 
younger ones. Some in my class now have a whole system of friendship from here that 
really helps. As I said, some of them are going into business for themselves or they’re 
expanding, buying new property. So they help each other through going down to…the 
office where you get help opening up a day care at the state building. The more 
experienced ones help the others.   

 
So the family is built through caring relationships between professors and students and then 

creates peer relationships. This orientation is consistent with the characteristics of the 

interactionist approach, which is a holistic approach in dealing with students’ emotional as well 

as cognitive growth (Snow 1973). This family culture is reflective of the Early Childhood 

Education profession, which is human services oriented and recognizes the family as a 

fundamental part of the child’s life.  

The Early Childhood Education family at FCC has a unique home. In the building where 

all of the Early Childhood faculty offices are located, there is a dedicated Early Childhood 
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Education classroom. It looks like an actual classroom in a childcare center. There are centers 

with blocks, dramatic play, a small kitchen, bulletin boards, and developmentally appropriate 

teaching materials. The students’ work is posted, as it is in a childcare center. But instead of 

children’s artwork, there are projects on safety and theorists, scholarship information, and 

program information hanging on the bulletin boards. Even though the room is packed with adult-

sized desks, it is brightly decorated and really has the feel of a children’s classroom. Adjoining 

the room is an observation room used for material storage and resources. A professor explains 

the significance of the classroom:  

We have this room here, which makes it special. It is our home here. Many of our classes 
are in other rooms because they conflict schedule-wise, but there is a sense of being here.   
 
This whole part of the building, the classroom and the faculty offices, are “home” to the 

Early Childhood Education students. The hallway next to the classroom, where the offices are 

located, is covered with postings: office hours, math tutoring hours, articles of interest pertaining 

to the field, “What you need for practicum: FBI check, child abuse clearance check,” a list of 

books needed for each course, steps of what to do when in conflict with a parent, and pictures of 

the staff. They make their own niche in the college, a central location where students get what 

they need. The coordinator notes that “there are many departments where they don’t get support. 

So they come here for everything.” This is “home base” within the large institution of Fairview 

Community College for these students. The professor who was there since the program began 

explains the rationale behind this decision:  

I had the idea years ago because we were all scattered, that we all had to be in the same 
place. We all had to be right here, by the classroom and I think that is important. If a busy 
person comes in here at night and wants to leave a paper for someone or try to ask a 
question, they will always find somebody here until the building is open, until 9 or 10, 
starting at 8 or 8:30 most days…And it builds collegiality because we know each other 
better. If we didn’t see each other coming and going, we wouldn’t have the empathy for 
each other we have, or the humor.  
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Although the program has made a home, it still has to deal with the college’s financial 

constraints. The classroom is small, as one professor says, “we can cram 36 in here.” Another 

professor describes her futile efforts to get a space for a student lounge: 

We need a student lounge. There’s nowhere in this…building for students to sit and talk. 
Especially for our EC students because they’re coming from work. My club, we’ve been 
trying to do this for a few years but it still hasn’t happened, I want to have at least one 
day a month…I would love to have a coffee pot, especially when they come in. They’re 
technically not supposed to eat in the class, but you know. We’d love to have a computer 
too that they could use. We’ve been trying to figure out a time once a month where they 
could have a drop in, it’s hard…During the school year, there are always morning classes 
so we were going to try to find a couple hours in morning and late afternoon.    

 
Despite the cramped space and lack of student lounge space, the program has addressed the 

institutional limitation of physical settings. Like the Business and Technology students 

conveyed, physical appearance does send a message to students. In this case, the closeness of the 

office and the designated classroom is “theirs,” a true home to the Early Childhood Education 

family.  

The feeling of family was magnified when the Fairview Early Childhood Education 

Program lost a professor last year. A full-time professor had health issues and passed away 

suddenly last year. These professors describe the student and faculty reactions: 

The teacher that passed away in December, the outpouring from students, missing [her]. 
It was wonderful for all of us to experience that. It was just another reminder about just 
how much all of us touch their lives and the relationships with them and they change.  
 
You know we lost [her]. Her office was right across the hall. Every time I open my door, 
I see her closed door and it’s been very hard…She was wonderful, very giving. We miss 
her a lot. 
 

Since then, the program has started scholarship for this faculty member. One professor has been 

responsible for fundraising for the scholarship. In the classroom, there is a memoriam to the late 

professor posted on the wall next to the portrait of the “Early Childhood Education Team.” Like 
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a home with pictures of family members on the wall, the classroom reverberates the feeling of 

being safe, secure, and comfortable with people you trust. 

 Another way in which the program tries to build the culture of family is through their 

own orientation. A professor at FCC for over 30 years explains how they used to conduct the 

orientation: 

I initiated an orientation. I am sad that they’ve given that up. We used to have everyone 
in, talk to them about the program, interview them one by one. It was very time 
consuming. Some of the faculty felt that a month later, you have the student in class and 
some of them don’t remember anything that went on. My idea was different, that it 
grounded them here and gave them personal attention. It gave them a sense of place. It 
gave them a sense of our friendliness and our professionalness. We took them each 
seriously and welcomed them. We took this huge college and broke it down into one little 
area they could call their own and identify with. But we don’t do that anymore. So we’re 
looking now at the positives and negatives of not doing that anymore.  
 

Even though the orientation is not quite this involved now, the program still makes an effort to 

get to know new students individually.  

The culture of family is reinforced by the faculty in their daily contact with students. In a 

family, there is sharing and a common bond. This feeling of family is reinforced in the 

classroom, as students share stories about their students or their own children. Classes are 

smaller, but can have up to 36 students, which professors describe as a challenge when trying to 

initiate group work and discussion. There is a communal sense of understanding about what 

Early Childhood Education is and that they are a part of it. In one class I observed, the professor 

was presenting infant and toddler development with many examples and the students were all 

nodding their heads in understanding, even whispering to each other, “My son does that!” Part of 

the reason it may be so easy to build the culture of family is because the content is relatable to 

everyone and stresses the importance of family. In a way, the students are like the children of the 
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program, the professors are guiding them as parents or caregivers would, and this program is 

their home.  The professors explain how they build on common experiences and sharing to teach:  

Most of it is tied around experiences. Either they bring experiences or I bring 
experiences. It’s always trying to tie the material to experiences at their centers. I allow 
for an awful lot of off and tangents. A certain amount of venting especially at the 
beginning of the semester. They grumble about what is going on at their center, they 
grumble about the parents and then we sort of use that grumbling to sort of learn how do 
we actually support. 
 
It is always connected with your own personal experiences. So I do a lot of that with the 
students, getting in touch with their own experiences. We’re talking about the emotional 
development of young children and they have lost touch with their own. So it’s a 
combination of very high expectations. I demand a lot and I allow a lot of flexibility. 
 
The one I feel I’ve made the most impact is when their writing and their discussion in 
class clearly points out ‘That was important to me. I had an experience like this when I 
was a child. I had that experience with my child and I never thought of it that way.’ So 
that personal reflection really connects it to them and that really opens the door so we can 
really have more talks about the theory behind it. They connect it to their own personal 
experience. Many have forgotten. They don’t have memories of those first five years. So 
we spend a lot of time helping them see the messages that they send.  

     
Getting to know the family and sharing experiences brings the students into the content more. 

 Families also help you in times of need. As in the Paralegal Studies Program, students 

navigate the Fairview bureaucracy by going directly to the program for support. A student with 

financial aid problems reports that she went to a professor and he made some phone calls for her: 

“He was a great help to me where I had hurdles and obstacles. I felt as though he had my back.” 

A professor notes that her colleagues “will go out on a limb for students.” The program will also 

help students financially, through its own departmental scholarships, for which they have sought 

out funding, and assistance with books: 

In our department, there’s a little bit of money for people who are desperate and can’t 
buy them on a personal basis. They can see a counselor but they may be too shy to 
mention. The worst thing is to find out the student’s been sitting there for three or four 
weeks and doesn’t have the book. 
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For students with motivation problems, they are also family-like, with tough love, like a 

parent setting boundaries, as this professor describes:   

I’m also a tough love teacher. I don’t take any stuff of any kind. With students that have 
ability, most students have ability, but especially the students I can see that there are 
things interfering, I will pull them aside and say ‘You need to stop this stuff. Look at all 
the gifts you have and you’re squandering them because you don’t have any discipline, 
you’re allowing this, or that or the other thing to get in the way of it.’  I heard students 
out in the hall, ‘We heard that you don’t fool around with her.’ So I like to have a good 
time. I tell stories in class, I laugh a lot, but I do not take excuses. I don’t talk down to 
them. I expect a lot from them both in terms of their attitude when they come into the 
classroom, their attentiveness, not only for me but for one another. It’s increasingly like 
finishing school. There’s a lot of rough edges that have to be smoothed out for both men 
and women. 
 

A family is also there for emotional support, as students report being comfortable approaching 

their professors and even peers with personal issues:  

You can meet with [professors] on a separate issue. You know, sometimes you have 
personal things going on that will hinder your ability to focus at that moment. So a lot of 
them are really open to that. If you have something else you need to discuss a part from 
class, you know, why your struggle may be so difficult at this time, it has nothing to do 
what they teaching, but they listen about your personal life, so I’ve done that too. 

 
We all talk to each other because we’ve had students that have had deaths in their 
families, murders in their families, a barrage of things, illnesses. So we just all band 
together. It’s a lot of back and forth, a great many personal issues. And because of the 
network that we build pretty quickly they help each other, talking. Our student 
organization does a lot of meetings or special activities. It seems to offer a place where 
students can find a home, if you will. Especially when they are going through some very 
rough times. And they know that they can come back to us a semester later and pick back 
up. We lose them for periods of time but they come back. 

 
Families also have fun, as evidenced by the humor and joking in class, as well as the 

extracurricular activities, like the club outside of class. A graduate of the program recalls a 

professor, who is no longer with the program, who had social events for her students and their 

children at her home:  

One [professor] is not here anymore, but it was more of a personal relationship. The 
students could go over to her home. She had children and when she had parties she would 
invite the students to come over with their children. We would all come over with our 
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children. We would just have a community college get-together. And whenever you had a 
problem, she said you could call [her]. You could call her anytime. 

 

The club is another example of a social connection for the students. Like Paralegal 

Studies, the Early Childhood Education Program has a student club, which is also coordinated by 

a dedicated part-time professor. It is actually a student chapter of the local chapter of the 

National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC).  Some of the club’s efforts 

are described:  

[The faculty advisor of the club] has just been miraculous with that and we’ve had some 
great leaders, sort of building leaders, grooming them. This year we have a particularly 
strong group of leaders coming up. We were the Community College Group of the Year 
two years ago because of all of the things we did. We’re always pretty much high in the 
rankings. That’s helped a lot.  
 
We had a fundraiser, a book fair from Scholastic. Next year we’re going to have it longer. 
It was really great. We had it here in the [building] lobby. We had it two days last year 
but we’re going to have it for a week. The money we raised from that we were able to 
send four students to the [local] NAEYC conference, it was really nice. We also have a 
big opening affair. We have people come down from Harrisburg and talk about the 
TEACH program (state funding for higher education for people employed in childcare 
centers). Anyone now who is an Early Childhood major is automatically a member of 
Community College Association for the Education of Young Children.  

 
However, like most extracurricular activities, the Club struggles with participation:  
 

Not all of the students take advantage of it. 
 
It’s really hard. Some semesters better than others. We manage.  
 
We meet in the evenings. The new President, we just had a meeting last week and we’re 
going to meet again in August to try to get the new officers. I look all year (for leadership 
qualities). Many times, the students who would really be good leaders just have so much 
going on. I have a really good woman, an older woman, who’s going to be the president 
next year. 

 
The club is another way the program tries to build peer networking and support, although even 

interest in this begins in the classroom. 
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There is a great deal of student networking and peer support, which is evident before and 

after class, when all of the students were talking with one another about personal, job-related, 

and school issues. This peer support is a positive factor, as one professor recalls:  

I had one wonderful woman…She wasn’t going to go to graduation…By the end, I saw 
her at the graduation. She really got into it, which was nice. She felt the peer pressure 
from people. What happens with our students, what very often happens, is that they 
become close friends. Very good friends, buddies, student buddies, somebody they would 
have never met if they had not come to this community college. I believe that there’s a lot 
of learning from each other, especially when you have people that are in the centers and 
able to talk about things and a person who has not yet been with children learns from that 
person. Just the incidental learning that goes on is great. 
 
Being a part of the family helps students feel connected and engaged, which definitely 

supports retention. Although this is wonderful, it is difficult for students to leave the nest:  

It’s great for other students it’s a learning experience for them. I think our students are 
very proud to come here. By the time they graduate, they are very hooked on us. I hope 
we don’t overdo it because it’s hard for them to leave here. They are very comfortable 
here and they know everybody. Often they’ll say,  ‘I went to [a university], and it’s not 
like here, not like you guys.’ Of course not, it’s larger and they expect more from you. So 
we get very attached to our students and we care a lot about them.  

 

It is so much like family, there is a danger that students don’t want to leave. When asked what 

the program could do to help students more, students say: 

Change it to a four-year degree…so I can stay here and I wouldn’t have to worry about it.  

I’m hoping to look forward to this in the near future, not just for me but all the ECE 
students. Because this is a community college, they just give you an associate’s degree. I 
think it would be wonderful if they can let it go for a bachelor’s degree, so you can just 
stay here. You know and continue with your education.  
 

Despite this initial trepidation about leaving home, many do transfer successfully and stay in 

contact with the program, as this professor describes:  

I think it’s a great credit to our program that a lot of our students keep in touch with us. 
‘I’m at [a university] and I know the answer to something that most of the other people in 
my class don’t know. I’m so glad I went to community. People think community isn’t as 
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good as these other schools and I’m doing better than other people.’ I’ve heard that a lot 
of times over the years.   

 

The culture of family in the Early Childhood Education Program is obvious. Like a 

family, they have a comfortable safe home, they have a common bond, a love for children and 

their work, and they offer support, help, guidance, and caring in the midst of a larger, 

intimidating world. One professor attributes this culture to the founder of the program, a current 

professor.  

Well I think that…the founder of the program is the really the essence and the heartbeat 
of this program. I think that at least for myself, she has been my mentor. And I think that 
she sets the tone and the vibrance and the enthusiasm, at least in my view, that everybody 
models after. I think we are all very different in our interests and our strengths, however, 
I think she has created this blend that is a dynamic combination. Often times, I don’t 
think we get the support from our leadership, but internally we support each other, you 
know, 110%. 
 
This culture is reflective of the profession of Early Childhood Education in general. It is 

the factor that may explain why the students, as well as why the professors, stay with the 

program. In fact, the available research on student-faculty interactions, although mostly 

conducted at four-year colleges, supports the notion that the closeness and trust fostered in open, 

non-threatening student-faculty interactions contributes to integration and persistence (Anderson 

& Carta-Falsa 2002, Jaasma & Koper 1999, Snow 1973).  

Advisement 

The Early Childhood Education Program, like Paralegal Studies, has assumed the 

function of advisement. Because students’ main point of contact is in the classroom, professors 

give students an advisement sheet with all of the classes necessary to obtain the Early Childhood 

Education degree in the introductory classes. Then one-on-one advisement is strongly 

encouraged in every class. The students report success with this uniform advisement.  
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I had a plan, I had a system. I’m going to take this in the spring because you don’t want 
to miss a class. If you miss a class that is only offered in the spring, you have to wait until 
next spring. Once I knew when everything was going to be offered, I was able to flow. 
That was only because they gave me what I needed. So that was my book, my Bible.  

 
Like Paralegal Studies, the Early Childhood Education faculty give the students the requirements 

for the program and the opportunity to help the students clarify their goals. These professors 

explain how they handle advisement, both formally and informally:  

Clarifying for them. Really sitting down and having an opportunity to see what they want 
to do. And helping them plot out courses so they’re going to be successful, to take 
courses that aren’t going to be overwhelming, to take their time. There is no obligation 
that they get advising from us. We stress it and we have on occasion a student take a class 
that she didn’t need to take or sign up for a class she isn’t ready for yet and have to drop 
out of it. In most cases, we are able to catch that and the word is pretty much out that you 
need to come get advising. I will do a lot of it telephonically because they are in the field 
and they are working.  
 
We encourage all of our students in every one of our classes to see an Early Childhood 
advisor. Part of what I would want you to know is that there’s the formal system, here’s 
how it works. I’ll say to my students several times throughout the semester, advising is 
still going on for the fall semester. [The program coordinator] has a board posted in the 
hallway. You can sign up on the board. You can go to academic advising and ask for 
someone in Early Childhood. I will also frequently sit down informally with a student.  
 
It’s always a lovely experience with the person. You get to know each person. It’s like 
changing a baby’s diaper. They’re right in front of you for a half hour. They bring their 
children. I usually set up some toys here so they can play.  
 
One of the major reasons the Early Childhood Education Program has taken on its own 

advisement is such an aggressive fashion is because of the misconceptions about Early 

Childhood Education, as this professor explains:  

We’ve had a lot of errors with general advising screwing up our students. We have also 
had people ask them, ‘Why are you in Early Childhood? You’re never going to make any 
money. Why aren’t you in Elementary?’ And if I ever chase down the people that are 
doing that, they are going to be in serious jeopardy. I find that too offensive! Some 
people have come back to me very upset because that counselor or advisor really 
challenged why I’m going into this profession. Why would I bother with something as 
mediocre as Early Childhood? 
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Of course this is not the overall approach that Academic Advising takes, but it is reported that 

there are some college personnel that convey their biases about Early Childhood Education onto 

the students. Another professor describes how other general advisors will work with the 

professors for students coming into the major:  

The academic advising department has some great people in it that can be very supportive 
and will often call back here if a student is lost up there and try one of us and connect 
them to us. There’s both this range in the college of very poor support to extremely 
flexible and personal support. There’s this range, perhaps like anywhere.   

 
It seems that the program’s experiences with general advisors is varied, as it is for the students.  
 

In addition to misconceptions about Early Childhood Education, advisement is rather 

involved, due to changes in the field, which are requiring more education to work in childcare. In 

fact, in this state, many students receive the TEACH scholarship, which is a national program 

that provides funding for teachers in the field of Early Childhood Education to obtain higher 

education. This program requires some specialized advisement, so all of the TEACH recipients 

must see an Early Childhood Education advisor. Also due to state and national regulations 

requiring more education for teaching positions, many students are opting to transfer. Fairview’s 

Early Childhood Education Program has partnerships with a few local private colleges for 

transfer. One of the colleges even offers the bachelor’s level credits on Fairview’s campus. So 

advisement also requires this knowledge of transfer to these programs and changing state 

guidelines for teachers. One of the professors explains the intricacies of advisement in this field:  

There was a time at which, especially when I came into the profession, anyone with a 
degree in the profession was a rarity. But we see and hear more and more often is that 
they do want to continue. We’re partnered with a cohort group with [a private university]. 
They don’t have to leave here. They move directly into the program with [this university] 
to finish their BA. Those are people that are getting the TEACH scholarship. TEACH is a 
national program, not in all states…it stands for Teacher Education And College Helps. It 
is money originating at the state level exclusively for people working in child care….it 
pays for up to the master’s level…And some of our students are going to…a number of 
local schools with good Early Childhood programs.   
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One of the Early Childhood professors, who is an adjunct and advisor at the four-year university 

that offers bachelor’s courses on site at Fairview, is the liaison between the two institutions. The 

four-year college cohort takes all of their classes together and this professor teaches the cohort 

class, so the students feel like they never left FCC. The students “stick together.” One graduate 

of the Early Childhood Education Program, who is now in the cohort, reports that “[this 

professor] takes care of everything. She even brings the books to us.” This professor’s role 

makes it easier for students, especially since this “sister school,” as a cohort students called it, is 

out in the suburbs. This streamlines the process for students, but the professor explains that the 

advisement is heavy responsibility:  

We’re all required to do six hours advisement. I do more, a do advising on the road, in 
the car, at home, students get access to my home, I give them my home number. Advising 
is an ongoing process and it doesn’t just stop when they graduate. I’m an advisor for [the 
university] for TEACH, and the bachelor’s degree, so advising continues onto the 
bachelor’s and the master’s level. 
 
Although this situation is wonderful for students, this professor has a great responsibility. 

Working on transfer agreements with closer universities is difficult, since the local public college 

does not have an Early Childhood Education Program. The program has worked out agreements 

with the private university programs so that their students will have options. One professor 

explains the imperfections with the transfer situation:  

One [university] is private and quite expensive and the other is in [in the suburbs] so it’s 
far. [One university] has classes here for the students, only one a semester. They actually 
stopped that and there was a push at the state level and they actually just started back. 
One of the disadvantages of that it is not a bachelor degree in Early Childhood Education. 
It doesn’t lead toward state certification because of the Praxis Exam. Too many of the 
students are not able to pass it so [the university] decided to change the course offerings 
and it’s some kind of a…you get a bachelor’s with a minor in ECE but it doesn’t lead to 
state certification. [The local public university] doesn’t have ECE, but an Education 
program and if you take a couple extra Early Childhood classes, you become an ECE 
major as well. That’s discouraging for us. 
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The professor who also teaches for the university is on a statewide committee to address 

articulation agreements between two-year and four-year Early Childhood Education programs. It 

remains to be seen whether this committee and the changes in state legislation regarding teacher 

requirements will ease the transfer problems for Early Childhood Education students.  

Advisement in Early Childhood Education involves more than just choosing the right 

classes to graduate, but also transfer, state certification, and managing state scholarship money. 

General advisors at the college could not possibly know such intricacy when it comes to every 

single program at Fairview. So, like Paralegal Studies, the Early Childhood Education Program 

has assumed this function.  

Professional Experience 

The Early Childhood Education Program also has an internship component to the 

program, known as the practicum. It is a required, vital piece of the program. The belief that the 

students learn as they do is reinforced through this experience. The professor handling practicum 

has been in the field of Early Childhood Education for over 30 years and knows many of the 

local childcare centers. The program also maintains relationships with these center directors 

through their program’s Advisory Board. Many of the internships lead to jobs for the students 

upon graduation. I had the opportunity to visit both the practicum class and go on a site visit with 

this professor. The professor visits the students twice per semester, which allows the professor to 

maintain contact with the center and see the student in action. When we visited, the professor 

knew all of the teachers at the center; some were graduates of the program. The professor 

observed the students “in action,” conducting a lesson plan with a group of three-year-olds. The 

visits are not only academic, but social. As we made our way through the center, the professor 

stopped and talked to the director, former students who are now employed at the center, and even 
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the children. This visit reminded me of the culture of family and visiting. It is never all business; 

there is always a personal component in this program.  

Although the students and professors are in agreement that the practicum is a valuable 

experience, it does involve substantial work, as the instructor explains:   

The maximum number you are allowed to have in a practicum is 18 students, that’s the 
union requirements. That’s a lot because you have to do two visits [to each center], two 
one-on-one conferences of at least 20 minutes. 

 

This far exceeds the time commitment of a normal course and a “part-time” professor does this. 

Her willingness to do this work is a demonstration of her commitment to the program and the 

field because “it’s important.” 

 This experience is important to students, not only professionally, but personally. A 

student, who graduated the program 15 years ago and has now returned to earn her bachelor’s 

degree through the cohort, explains her connection to a family child care provider with whom 

she did a practicum so many years ago:  

I didn’t know that I was going to go out into the provider homes to do a practicum. When 
I got to the class and the teacher read down what we’re gonna do, she said, ‘You have to 
select a home.’ She gave me a home and I really enjoyed my practicum at the family 
daycare provider. And we always kept in contact with one another. Matter of fact, she 
died last year. That kept a communication between us. 

 
This key practicum experience not only reinforces the classroom content, but places the student 

into the field as a professional and allows them to make meaningful connections. 

Practical Focus 

Whether it is to prepare students for the professional experience of the practicum, to 

improve their work in their current jobs, or to become better parents, there is a practical focus in 

the classroom. As in Paralegal Studies, the program as a whole makes an effort to teach practical 

skills that will be used on the job. However, instead of drafting motions, these students are 



 230

learning how to approach children and parents, which is a little more abstract. Of course, 

students learn the theory and knowledge base, but there are many real-life examples from their 

jobs and their own children. Every theory in class is illustrated with an example of “my child did 

this…” or “in my classroom…”Also, the students actually practice what they’ll do with children. 

For example, in one class, the professor demonstrated age appropriate summer activities for 

toddlers. She set up stations with bubbles and experiments for the students to actually go around 

and try for themselves. The students loved it, saying “I’m doing this with my kids tomorrow” 

and “They should have shown moms these things!” Overall, the students view the course content 

as really “valuable information.” This professor explains her approach:  

I’m very big on hands-on. A lot of the practicum professors…I try to give them materials 
and ideas. For example, last week, I made Play-Dough, not that they don’t know how to 
make Play-Dough. When I go around the centers, I find that a lot of them bring the Play-
Dough in made at home. I wanted them, especially with the infants and tods, I wanted 
them to make it right on the table. Last week, I made them do that right on the table. 
Dump it all out and do it there. When I would go, they said, ‘I don’t think they should 
touch this’ and I said, ‘yes they can.’ I think they had a different feeling. That’s why 
we’re doing water and bubbles tonight. It’s a good summertime activity. Sometimes if 
they see it and do it…they have certain objectives in the practicum handbook. They have 
to do certain lessons in order to pass. 

 
The students thoroughly enjoy the hands-on practical nature of some of the courses, which is 

supported in Astin’s research (1999). One professor jokes that they like “anything where they 

have to make or do instead of writing.” This student explains her preference for practical 

activities: 

I like they’re hands-on. Like when I took the class teaching children how to play, they 
actually had us get on the floor and play with blocks and give ideas, things of that nature. 
It’s more hands-on then just lecture. Not just read this chapter and I’ll quiz you. It’s more 
discussion, more the hands-on, that’s what’s important.  

 
The students also recognize that the hands-on approach is backed by the professors’ extensive 

experience in the classroom and with children. A graduate of the program, who used to attend 
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many informal workshops before coming back to school, recognizes the practical focus of the 

professors, which is rooted in their experience:  

I think it has to go back to the teachers. They like what they do. Most of them have 
classroom experience. It’s not just lecturing. They have classroom experience that they 
can relate to... It seems like most of them have pet projects. I don’t know if they’re paid 
projects or volunteer. It just seems like they’re still in the classroom. Going back to when 
I went to the trainings, there were people that had a degree, but they never spent a day in 
the classroom and they don’t have children and you can tell that. Sometimes there really 
are just difficult children. Sometimes a child is just having a bad day and they’re just not 
going to listen. Sometimes children can be mean and they can be nasty. But occasionally 
you have that. And these people think everything is so happy, happy, happy. Real 
children do have tantrums. You can’t give them a lollipop and a hug and everything is 
going to be fine. When you go to hug them they’re going to kick you. The teachers do 
seem to have real experience. They’re not coming from La-La land.  

 
 

This practical focus is reinforced by the cornerstone of Early Childhood Education 

pedagogy – that children learn through their senses. They learn by doing, by experiencing. So the 

professors reinforce this idea thorough example. They do projects, demonstrate lesson plans, and 

sometimes play. One professor teaching the Children’s Literature class took her class to the Rare 

Books wing in the city library to experience classic children’s literature, which I was fortunate to 

attend. After the students saw the librarian’s presentation of the evolution of books, the students 

wandered around the library, in awe with the beauty of a restored library room and fascinated 

with small children’s books that were hundreds of years old. The professor reminded them, “You 

know all that Early Childhood theory that says children learn through their senses, this relates. 

You have to be there, experience it. You do too!” She believes that “if we are going to teach 

children literature, we have to know where it came from.” This field trip is a perfect example of 

hands-on learning that is the hallmark of Early Childhood Education. Whether in a traditional 

class filled with lots of mind-on examples, or an activity or field trip with hand-on examples, the 

program emphasizes a practical focus in teaching. As one professor says, “I think you really need 
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classroom experience. You can’t really teach people to teach other kids if you haven’t been 

yourself.”  

There are two other practical areas that professors address in the classroom: group 

dynamics and caring for the self. These two areas are necessary in the field of Early Childhood 

Education, but also focus on the student as a person. First, group dynamics are necessary since 

every Early Childhood educator is working with a co-teacher, assistant, and with parents. All of 

the professors push group work to instill this skill: 

It’s a lot of time spent in group dynamics, all of us do…we spend a lot of time helping 
them get through this group dynamic thing because in the day care centers where they 
work, they’re never in isolation…I’m big on working with parents. I taught kindergarten 
and Pre-K and I was really into involving parents because that’s the whole key. I always 
tell them because they are always coming in and ventilating about this aide, she’s so 
stupid, you know. I say to them, ‘That’s the challenge.’ I try to help them to see that if 
they engage them and work hard at it. Sometimes they cut off the aide and other assistant 
in the room by their attitude, I’ll do it, it’s easier for me to just to do it. I try to bring to 
them that if you have that attitude it cuts them off and makes them feel like she really 
doesn’t really want my ideas. We try really hard here, even though a lot of them say, ‘I 
can do it better myself. I don’t want to work in group.’ And that turns us all off. We have 
to try to change that mindset, especially in this field.     

 
In addition to improving group skills, another practical necessity in the field is knowing 

how to care for yourself. The professors recognize that being with children all day is not easy 

and you must really have a passion for it, but the teacher must care for him or her self too. This 

professors explains how she incorporates this into her class:   

There’s some easy classes, some easier assignment, where they’ve done reading on the 
outside…it’s more of a rest time. They need that. These childcare people, how they do it, 
I do not know. They get up with their own children, take them somewhere, they’re under 
that pressure all the time. They need time out…the caregiver needs to be cared for. In 
some classes, I try to mold in something that cares for them, or someone or some 
experience. I mean we try. Nothing you do suits everybody or works for everybody. 
Teaching and learning are different. Sometimes, like with little children, it’s easy to 
ignore the ones that don’t make any waves. They’re just there, like little birds in a nest, 
showing interest, doing the work, but they’re not involved enough. In this field, it’s very 
important to catch them.    

 



 233

This “caring for the caregiver” also includes allowing students to vent, as this student describes:  
 

Sometimes it’s like a town hall meeting, everybody gets to put their input. Sometimes 
you gotta vent, especially if you’re already working in the field you’re going to school 
for. Sometime you vent and the professor will let you know whether what you’re going 
through is a negative thing or it could be positive and you think it’s negative because it’s 
not the way you want it. It’s the way they mostly try to do…they mostly try to have a 
positive attitude. All of them are very positive. 
 

So the personal component of the field, the caring for family, is included in the classroom. The 

professors recognize that “it’s a respect. After all, these are people that are adults. Learning to 

work with adults and not make them children is a skill.” The practical focus of the program 

extends beyond what to do with children in the classroom, but also how to work with co-workers 

and parents and how to care for yourself, evidence of a more holistic approach to the student, a 

true “service to student well-being culture” (Levin 1997).   

Program-Specific Challenges 

Although the Early Childhood Education Program has been successful in handling 

institutional limitations, it has some challenges of its own. The first challenge has to do with the 

state of the Early Childhood Education profession nationally. This field has a history of being 

undervalued and misrepresented, as eluded to with the general advisors saying there was no 

money to be made. It was thought of as “just babysitting,” until recently. Several state 

legislations, in addition to Federal No Child Left Behind mandates, are now requiring “qualified 

teachers,” even for young children. So many employees at childcare centers are required to go 

back to school to complete at least their associate degree. One long-time professor notes that “the 

pressures [to go back to school] have been there since the ‘70s, they’re not brand new pressures. 

It’s just now there’s a little bit more money, projects that send them here.” This professor 

explains these projects and the changes in the field:  
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The field has changed as its professionalizing. Also I have a lot of ambivalence about 
some of the initiatives that are out there. They come and go, they’re flashes in the pan. 
The basic tenet of the things are quality improvement and I’m for that. Certainly I’ve 
seen enough centers, informal care, and marginal kinds of places, improper places that 
are so substandard, so I’m all for the quality. There’s a great deal of bureaucracy that is 
out there, a lot of careerism, I don’t know. It seems like there’s incredible institutions 
growing up all around us. It’s been difficult to take a look at things like the state 
standards and honor them openly and not be resistant. I think we had a little bit of 
resistance at first because we thought we were doing so well. I think you get a little bit 
cocksure about what you’re doing. Everyone is so conscientious. We’ve grown in our 
ability to be open-minded and also to get involved in it.  

 
Although resistant at first, like many people in the field, the Early Childhood Education 

Program has embraced the professionalization of the field, knowing it will be better for their 

students and better for the children. The program has made an active effort to stay involved in 

the field by keeping close contact with the local centers through practica, having key directors 

and Early Childhood Education leaders on the Advisory Board, and having a professor that acts a 

liaison to all of the national and local Early Childhood groups. Professors are very involved in 

the professional world outside of the classroom and practicum course as well. All of the 

professors are in some way connected to the local chapter of the National Association for the 

Education for Young Children (NAEYC). The club is actually a student chapter of this 

organization. Students and faculty go to conferences. Some professors have outside work, such 

as doing trainings or consulting at childcare centers and conducting site visits for quality 

improvement. Although it does present a time constraint for some, it keeps the professors 

connected to the community and the profession. A professor reports that he sometimes goes to 

centers where his students are employed and sees them there, another valuable out-of-class 

connection. One professor explains the programs’ efforts to stay connected:  

We are closely connected with [the local chapter of] NAEYC. We’ve always been closely 
connected. As they have had particular initiatives we’ve reached out to them and we’ve 
worked well with them. And I’m active and get a lot of information from NAEYC. [One 
professor] has her fingers in state commissions all over the place so we have this great 
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direct source to bring info to the students. This is a place where they not only get their 
Early Childhood Education, but they get a sense of being a professional and what their 
goal is and how they can be a part of that. When NAEYC organizes the bus trips up to the 
state at least once a year to meet all of the representatives, the college is a big part of that. 
We get as many students and free them from class so they can go and be part of that. We 
try to be part of the initiatives going on. We need to be part of it. 
 
We’re recruiting in the centers so there is a sense, a strong sense in the community, that 
the college is part of their support system…So the fact that we’re out in the field, we love 
our work, we’re committed, the five of us. It’s just exciting just how much we’re 
committed. We support each other, we’re all friends in that way. We battle and fight and 
have long conversations, change is difficult. Faculty are all part of NAEYC, we go every 
year, set up a booth. It’s a great way to find alumni and build those connections. [One 
professor] has been trying to build an alumni for the last two years, really get a database 
put together, doing a lot of mailings. We’re at the conference. We get support from the 
Welcome Center and the Event Center, flyers, banners to put up. The whole college takes 
that very seriously. The fact that the five of us are in the field, connected. So when we 
talk about what’s going on in the field, the students know. 
 

The connections are at the college, within the community centers, with alumni, with each other, 

and with national organizations. During this time of change in the field of Early Childhood 

Education, the program and professors feel that they must be involved at all levels, which rubs 

off on the students. Despite the legislative changes and some improvement, there is still a general 

disrespect and misconception about the field, as this student eloquently explains:  

It’s getting better. I think even the state…is realizing the importance of what we do. For 
years, it was a field that ‘Oh you’re just babysitting. Your job is not as important as a 
doctor or a lawyer.’ Yes, we’re not being paid what they are being paid but it’s because 
of us that they are able to the jobs that they’re doing. If there was…no one to help take 
care of their children, how you gonna go out there and do that job? Our job is just as 
important as your job and it’s slowly getting recognition that it truly deserves. It’s slow 
but it’s getting there. It’s just dragging. One day it’s going to get there and the pay will 
come later on. Right now, it’s not and they need to do something…it’s across the board, 
statewide. The recognition, it’s getting there. Like the program they started last year, Pre-
K Counts, that was a step for Early Childhood and for us as professionals…The Head 
Start Program, that did its share and they have been tracking that for 30 some, 40 years 
and see that it’s something that really works and makes a difference. That’s why they 
added the Pre-K Counts program to help and do what the Head Start Program has been 
doing for years. Now they’re calling for bachelor’s degrees so soon the associate degree 
isn’t going to mean anything. It’s not going to have as much weight. And the CDA is 
forget it, it doesn’t mean anything. In 2010 it’s out…It’s getting there and I appreciate the 
fact that it is getting there and it’s a joy and a delight when you see the faces and smiles 
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of the children that you teach even though you may not be recognized out there, you’re 
still seen as a babysitter. We know what we are and we know what we do and I know the 
impact I make on these children every day. So it’s just a joy. 

 

This student is an example of a student with a sense of professionalism, as the professor 

described. She has a sense of what is happening with the profession. 

The misconceptions about the field, in addition to all of the professionalization 

happening, has an interesting effect on student aspirations. The situation presents a great 

opportunity for heating up, since it is getting people who would otherwise not go to college, in 

the door. This professor describes how the mandates to return to school and interest in the field 

actually result in some heating up, as students decide to pursue transfer later on:  

When they get here, it’s generally just to go back to college to get some credits to keep 
their job. That’s often one of the impetus, not a major one though. They come because 
they want to learn more, they’re in the field. Some come knowing that they’re moving on 
for a four-year degree. That’s happening more and more with the state expectations, but 
most don’t. Most of them find them thinking about it and many of them actually make the 
move to a four-year college. There’s just not many places for them to go and that’s 
changing with the state, but it’s been difficult. We have two good articulation agreements 
in writing and one is more verbal but our students have been successful at both of those 
colleges.  

 
Despite the lack of transfer options and the fact that four-year colleges have to “catch up” to the 

trend of professionalizing Early Childhood Education, the state mandates are getting some 

people in the door, which presents the opportunity for heating up. On the other end of the 

spectrum are a few students coming in with the old mindset that Early Childhood Education does 

not require all of the education and professionalization. This professor explains how students 

come in with high aspirations and then discover the reality of the education and credibility that is 

now required in the field:  

A lot of people aspire towards leadership positions. I think over the course of the 
program, they begin to realize more what’s involved in being a leader in the profession. 
That they are going to need not to just finish their associate degree, which is fine now for 
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being a child care center director…but that’s going to change. I think that’s one I hear a 
lot. Overall, I think students really want to do well. Their aspirations are usually very 
high when they come and that’s tempered somewhat…I always stress to people you need 
credibility. You just can’t walk in and say ‘Hi I’m the director.’ You have taught young 
children, have taught several age groups of young children and really worked out issues 
with parents. 

 
The misconceptions about the field also unite the students, as they “fight” for recognition of what 

they value as so important. The Early Childhood Education field is an exciting profession now 

because of all of the legislation, initiatives, and gradual realization that education in the youngest 

years is important, something Early Childhood Education professionals have always believed. 

Although positive, these changes do present some challenges for the program and students, in 

terms of getting the information out there clearly and staying in touch with the changes.  

Perceptions of the Professor’s Role 

Early Childhood Education professors, like the Paralegal Studies professors, have a role 

that extends beyond the classroom to include advisement, connections with the professional 

community, job training, and other duties. This professor explains her role as an advocate for the 

profession:  

I see my role primarily as a resource person, to provide resources and information, not 
just about the specific course, but provide an understanding about the global awareness 
about early childhood in the state and nationally.  
 
The additional program expectation is that Early Childhood professors will care for the 

“whole student…the philosophy that’s the hallmark of our profession is part of the hallmark of 

this program.”  This philosophical difference is rooted in the profession’s knowledge base, as 

one professor explains:  

Early Childhood itself is such a wonderful field of study because it has an endlessly 
growing knowledge base that we stay in touch with. Whether it’s about the brain, growth 
or development issues, parenting issues, whatever it is, this evolving body of knowledge 
that is really wonderful and thoughtful and challenging. Always open-ended. There’s 
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always a piece of you in there. And we’re so lucky. It’s survival. Babies are born so 
darling that they hook us the moment they’re born. So we have that. 

 

The fact that everyone can relate to childhood, parenting, and this open-ended knowledge base 

that is emotional in nature presents the opportunity to reach students on not only an academic 

level, but a personal level. Like other professors throughout the college, the Early Childhood 

Education faculty members take their students’ success personally, making efforts to help 

students succeed. This professor describes her stake in students’ success:  

In all my years of teaching, I only had one situation in which a student was dishonest 
with me and I had to fail them. That was the first time and hopefully the last. That makes 
me feel very uncomfortable, like I failed.  
 
Students report that the program and their experience changes them not only as a 

professional but as a person, evidence of holistic growth supported by faculty (Snow 1973). “It’s 

not a degree, it’s more than that.” The students view the professors as rooting for them and 

supporting them:  

All of the professors were wonderful. They were rooting for you to pass. And if there 
was…there was one professor a lot of the students had problems with but personally I did 
well because every time she said, ‘Let’s look at the syllabus,’ I’m reading my book, but 
everybody didn’t do as well. So she said, ‘Let’s go over this again and do the test again.’ 
They don’t want people to fail. I guess they figure if they all fail, they not doing 
something right. 

 

Here is how professors explain how students internalize the content and change as 

people:  

I want them to internalize it. In children’s lit. I want them to be readers. I’ve had such 
marvelous things said to me at the end of class. Like one woman came in, she had spiky 
hair, smoked outside before class until the very last minute. She came in and said, ‘I just 
want you to know one thing, I don’t read. I’ll keep up with everything and read the 
textbook, but I’m not a reader.’ So when they had to choose a classic on the outside, she 
chose Harry Potter probably because she knew she could go to the movies. By the end of 
the class, she raised her hand. She was wonderful in the class, never resistant, she was 
very cooperative in groups, but she had to just let everyone know that she was tough. So 
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by the end, she said, ‘I have something to tell the class. I am on my eighth Harry Potter 
and now I’m a reader.’ I wanted to cry. I wish I had that on videotape. 

 
It’s wonderful to be able to see it with our students because sometimes the change is 
dramatic…their ability to talk about their profession, their ability to work together, the 
confidence they build, their understanding about what is appropriate for the work they are 
doing. At first, there seems to be some period of recognition of what’s happening isn’t 
appropriate. Sometimes there’s great hardships and they find themselves ostracized at 
their centers because they’re bringing in new information. We talk a lot about that and 
they work through that and often become the role models of their centers.   

 
A woman will come in sometimes, who is all dressed in dark suits, everything, neck is 
tied up to here, a hat on. This is the way she is used to dressing for school. By the time 
she leaves here, by the end of the second semester, she’s in running gear. She looks ten 
years younger, you know. Her relationships, she has just opened up so. She wasn’t 
talking at the beginning, except to say these canned ordinary things that she read or 
something, then thinking. Watching this obvious growth.  

 
This growth and success of the students can be attributed to individual student and faculty 

factors, but also has been shaped by the program’s uniform approach to students. By caring for 

them as people, as family, the students are able to feel more like they belong.  

Early Childhood Education Program Summary 
 

 The Early Childhood Education Program is a small, tight-knit program that stresses 

family and growth of the whole person, like the holistic approach to child development that the 

Early Childhood profession advocates. Like Paralegal Studies, this program has also assumed 

macro-level functions of advisement, job preparation, professional exposure, and most 

importantly, building a unique culture of the program with which students can identify and feel a 

part of. The difference between these two programs that have strong mezzo-level commitment is 

the program culture, which is reflective of the professional philosophy. The culture of family in 

the Early Childhood Education Program is evident in the approach to students, the classroom 

space, and the fact that the “whole student” is the main concern. This approach is reflective of 

the Early Childhood profession’s commitment to the whole child, guidance, growth and 
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development, hands-on learning, and individualized attention. Because of this personal and 

emotional approach, students feel like a part of the family, are more connected, and are more 

likely to persist.  

Program Implications 

 With a deeper understanding of each individual program and how they handle 

institutional limitations, this next section will compare and contrast the program implications in 

respect to the macro and micro levels, using Figure 5.1 for reference. All three programs exist 

within the large macro level, the community college structure, which has institutional limitations 

that cool out student aspiration, as described in depth in the Chapter 4. These macro limitations 

affect the programs and the students and faculty, as indicated by the arrows. This chapter focuses 

on the mezzo level, the three programs and how they influence the macro and micro levels.  

Mezzo-Macro: How Programs Handle the Institutional Limitations 

Considering the mezzo-macro connection, we must consider the similarities and 

differences between the programs. All three have dedicated and professional professors, diverse 

students with personal and background challenges, as well as the strengths of determination and 

survival. All programs have to deal with the same institutional limitations that have the tendency 

to cool out student aspiration. There are individual professors who care about their students and 

are aware of student retention issues and make efforts to address them.  

 The major difference is in how the programs address institutional limitations that cool out 

student aspiration. The Paralegal Studies and Early Childhood Education Program operate more 

on the fringes of the macro institution, as indicated by their position on the edges of the larger 

circle. They are examples of debureaucratization, which is predicted as a better fit for community 

colleges (Dickinson 1999, Scott 1992). These two programs have a solid, organized mezzo-level 
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approach to handle institutional limitations, such as advisement and attrition. The success of 

these smaller programs that have assumed organizational functions are in contrast to current 

administrative trends in community colleges to centralize services and increase institutional 

bureaucracy. Both programs have created their own program culture, which differ, but both 

which stress cohesion and the values of the profession. They reinforce this culture through its 

own "organizational practices," such as close student-faculty interactions, exploration of 

professional goals, internship, job readiness and placement, and individual advisement (Blau & 

Scott 1962). It should be noted that both of these smaller programs also lead to a professional 

credential and entry-level employment opportunities, which is a major factor affecting student 

interest and retention. Both programs have assumed some of the macro-level duties, such as 

advisement, that were failing institutionally. The culture and smaller size of these two programs 

have led to the creation of strong peer groups, which serve as "information networks" for 

students (Karp, Hughes & O’Gara 2008). The reasons the program assumed this stronger mezzo-

level organization are numerous: professor and student personal qualities, the nature of the legal 

and early childhood professions, which emphasize connections, and the small sizes of the 

programs. Both the Paralegal Program and Early Childhood Education Program are examples of 

formal sub-organizations assuming larger organizational duties by building on its existing 

mezzo-level organization and its informal organizations of faculty and students.  

 Although the Business and Technology Programs has some of the same elements as other 

two, such as program advisement, out-of-class exposure to the professional world, some smaller 

classes, and some efforts to build a subculture, these efforts are scattered and dependent on the 

individual professor, not a coordinated program-wide effort. Most of the professors in the 

Business and Technology Programs address the student success issue on the macro level, by 
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becoming involved in institutional efforts to increase retention and success. Hence, their 

placement in the center of the macro level circle at the heart of the institution. So, the major 

difference between the two programs, in terms of their approach to contributing to student 

aspiration, is the organizational level on which they make efforts to intervene. Both programs 

intervene on the micro level, in their classrooms and individually, but beyond that, the Business 

and Technology Programs try to address solutions on the macro level, while the Paralegal 

Program and Early Childhood Education Program find solutions on the mezzo level, within their 

own program.  

 The arrow between the macro and mezzo levels is two-way. There is some small 

indication that the macro level actually reacts to these mezzo-level efforts. In the Business and 

Technology Programs, the macro-level challenges have affected students more directly, so 

professors seek solutions by becoming involved on the macro level, in committees. However, the 

macro level has responded to the Paralegal and Early Childhood Education Program’s mezzo-

level efforts by providing funding and excusing professors from being involved in any macro-

level college-wide committees. A newer Early Childhood Education professor is involved in 

some college-wide committees, but notes that “the [Early Childhood Education Program] takes 

precedence in my work.” In both the Paralegal and Early Childhood Education Programs, 

professors report being paid for extra academic advising: “The college has been wonderfully 

supportive in academic advising, financial support. I get paid for what I do. I do more than what 

I’m paid for, but it’s part of my role.” This policy of being paid for extra advising is voluntary 

and college-wide, but the Paralegal and Early Childhood Education professors take advantage of 

it more often.  
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 Another macro-level reaction is the fact that there is very sparse involvement in macro-

level, college-wide committees among the Paralegal and Early Childhood Education professors. 

Although not required, many professors feel obligated or are approached to become involved in 

college-wide planning and decision-making committees. In the Business and Technology 

Programs, this is certainly the case, as all of the professors report being or having been involved 

in one college committee or another. Most of them volunteer or are approached by an 

administrator to get involved. These professors feel that this involvement could make things 

better for the students. However, the Paralegal and Early Childhood Education faculty report 

quite different experiences. Very few are involved in any college efforts, almost operating within 

their programs on the fringes or on an island in the college. In some cases, such as the Paralegal 

Program’s grant, the college has supported the program by supporting the grant. Because of all 

of the mezzo-level efforts, the college has in a way, excused professors from such involvement, 

as these professors explain their lack of participation on committees:  

Part of that is how just very busy I am in working with a lot of different departments. The 
college has been very supportive of not asking more from me in that way. I think that’s a 
compromise we’ve reached because of the vast coordinator tasks. And we are in the 
process in the state with articulation agreements. The state has asked two-year colleges 
and four-year colleges just to spend a lot of time this year. And the college has asked us 
to take a good look at our articulations agreements, so I’ve not been a part of that…and 
the college has been supportive in that way.  

 
In the college, I really don’t do much else, college-wide. We’re just so busy here. We 
have so many events ourselves.  

 

So in a way, the mezzo-level organization has done something to change the organizational 

practices on the macro level, even if only these small exceptions. Despite the negative 

institutional limitations on the macro level, there is a positive indication of flexibility and 

acceptance of organizational duties being more fluid.  
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 Another mezzo-macro influence is evident in how the programs utilize college services. 

The Business and Technology Programs, of course, use the macro services, such as the learning 

laboratory, counseling center, and advisement center frequently and expect students to know how 

to access these services. The Paralegal Studies Program excludes itself for the most part from 

these macro-level services, conducting their own advisement, having their own legal tutor, and 

handling personal issues one-on-one, except in extreme cases when the counseling center is used. 

The Early Childhood Education Program is somewhere in between. They do not isolate 

themselves; they use the services, but in a different, more personalized way. They bring the tutor 

into the classroom, walk the student down to one particular counselor in the counseling center, 

and even have relationship with the advisement center in that they will refer students to the 

program’s professors for advisement. So it seems that the programs that have strengthened their 

mezzo-level program organization affect how the macro level reacts to them. Programs can 

choose to use the macro level how it sees fit, which presents some hope in light of some research 

and literature that depicts the institutional limitations of the community college as concrete.  

Mezzo-Micro: How Programs Influence Faculty and Students 

 Moving into the program, the arrows to the micro level, students and faculty, are also 

two-way. The program’s culture shapes the student-faculty interactions and has the potential to 

change the student as a person. In the Paralegal Studies Program, the mezzo-level expectations of 

professionalism, excellence, networking, and success are transmitted to the students and 

reinforced by the faculty. In the Early Childhood Education Program, the culture of family, 

nurturance, caring, and success are passed on to the student and reinforced by the faculty. These 

two programs also have a strong tie to a particular profession, while the Business and 

Technology Programs do not offer a specific professional credential. With a weaker mezzo-level 
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organization, as in Business and Technology, this connection is not as strong but more dependent 

on the individual professor’s orientation.  

 The arrow is two-way, since the individuals within the program make the program what it 

is. The Paralegal students are driven, are more academically prepared (by having passed 

remedial courses and the gateway course), and most have experience in the field. The professors 

are lawyers with a detail-oriented, success-driven mindset. These two groups of individuals 

create and reinforce the program culture of excellence. In Early Childhood Education, the 

students have experience and passion for working with young children, but have more academic 

and personal issues. The professors share the Early Childhood philosophy of caring for the whole 

student and nurturing their growth. These groups of individuals create the culture of family. In 

the Business and Technology Programs, it is not as clear-cut. There is a range of student and 

professor qualities, which allows for variety. Because there is no strong program-level 

orientation or culture, there is less of a common bond. This diversity and variety shapes the 

program as trying to meet a variety of needs, as the community college does as a whole. With 

more information, a more detailed conceptual diagram is useful to illustrate the framework.  
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Figure 5.1 Detailed Conceptual Diagram  
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How Programs Mediate Between Cooling Out and Heating Up 

 In relating this discussion to cooling out and heating up, it seems that the program serves 

as a mediator or a buffer. The larger macro level, with its institutional limitations, often cools out 

student aspiration. Heating up has the potential to exist on the micro level between faculty and 

students. So the program on the mezzo level is the cushion between the two. If this mezzo level 

cushion is supportive and envelopes the students and faculty from larger institutional cooling out 

forces, heating up will be more likely to occur. This is what the Paralegal and Early Childhood 

Education Programs do by providing their own culture and creating a “college within a college” 

for its students. Most programs, like the Business and Technology Programs, have a weaker 

mezzo-level impact, organizationally speaking. The students may be cushioned by some 

professors, in some classes, but overall, there is no program-wide protection from the cooling out 

elements. The following table summarizes the program elements identified in this study that have 

the potential to heat up student aspiration.  

 

 

 

Key  
S-F: Student-Faculty Interactions 
B&T: Business & Technology Program 
ECE: Early Childhood Education Program 
PL: Paralegal Studies Program 
1: Macro↔Mezzo Relationship: How Fairview affects the program (institutional limitations) 
         How programs affect Fairview (small impact) 
2: Macro↔Micro Relationship:  How Fairview affects students & faculty (cooling out) 
         How students & faculty affect Fairview (small impact)  
3: Micro↔Mezzo Relationship: How students & faculty affect the program (culture and efforts) 
        How programs affect students & faculty (potential to heat up) 
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Table 5.1 Program Elements that Have the Potential to Heat Up Student Aspiration 

Program Element Paralegal Studies 
Program 

Early Childhood 
Education Program 

Business & 
Technology Programs 

Composed of 
dedicated faculty that 
care about students 

Yes Yes Yes 

Consistent in 
philosophy of access 
vs. excellence 

Yes, excellence Yes, balance access 
and excellence 

No, varies by 
professor 

Division of labor with 
specified duties and 
faculty ownership of 
these roles 

Yes Yes No 

Builds a unique 
program culture to 
foster cohesion 

Yes, of excellence, 
professionalism and 
networking 

Yes, of family and 
caring 

Some, varies by 
professor  

Conducts own 
program advisement 

Yes Yes Some, but not all 

Has a screening 
course or unofficial 
pre-requisite 

Yes, passing a 
particular course 

No No 

Provides an internship 
or professional 
experience to address 
specificity in training 

Yes, an optional 
internship, various 
class assignments, and 
voluntary 
extracurricular 
participation 

Yes, a mandatory 
practicum, class 
assignments, and 
voluntary 
extracurricular 
participation 

Yes, some class 
assignments and 
voluntary 
extracurricular 
participation 

Practical focus and 
job-related 
preparation  

Yes Yes In some classes 

Has a clear sense of 
the mission of the 
profession conveyed 
to students 

Yes Yes No 

 

 This qualitative study is in no way implying causation between these program elements 

and retention or success, but it is helpful to look at the success rates in each program when 

exploring this systems-based organizational theory. These latest program figures are based on 

Fairview’s Office of Institutional Research for the 2004 graduating class.  
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Table 5.2 Success Rates of the Three Programs 

Program Departing 
Students1 

Graduate Long-term 
success2 

Short-term 
success3 

Unsuccessful4 Success 
Ratio5 

College-
Wide 

7783 12.5% 34.8% 17.7% 35.0% 85.5% 

Business & 
Technology 

1279 17.7% 34.5% 13.2% 34.6% 83.3% 

Paralegal 
Studies 

59 32.2% 54.2% 3.4% 10.2% 89.2% 

Early 
Childhood 
Education 

76 51.3% 42.1% 2.6% 3.9% 92.9% 

 
Notice that the Business and Technology figures are closer to the college-wide figures, while the 

Paralegal Studies and Early Childhood Education Programs have much higher graduation and 

success rates. It is also important to note the size of the programs. Business and Technology, 

because the study examined an entire division, includes 1279 graduates, while the Paralegal and 

Early Childhood Programs have less than 100. Certainly, we are not comparing apples to apples, 

but these figures do support the qualitative findings that the two smaller programs with their 

unique culture and strong mezzo-level organization have higher than average success ratios.  

Summary 

This chapter focuses on the mezzo level of Fairview as an organization by taking an in-

depth look at three programs, Business and Technology, Paralegal Studies, and Early Childhood 

Education. All three programs struggle with the same institutional challenges that cool out 

                                                 
1 A student is considered departing only if they did not register for courses sometimes during the next 3 semesters.  
 
2 Long-term success is defined as a student that departed with a GPA of 2.0 or greater and 12 or more cumulative 
credit hours 
 
3 Short-term success is defined as a student that departed with a GPA of 2.0 or greater and 11 or fewer cumulative 
credit hours 
 
4 Unsuccessful is defined as a student that departed with less than a 2.0 
 
5 Success Ratio is the percentage of credits attempted in the Fall 2004 semester that were completed 
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student aspirations. All three programs have caring individual professors and students with many 

strengths. The difference lies in the mezzo-level organization and its approach to student 

aspiration. The Business and Technology Programs, which represent the typical community 

college experience, have a tendency to handle these issues individually with students or become 

involved on the macro level. Program efforts are usually scattered and dependent on the 

individual professor. The Paralegal Studies and Early Childhood Education Programs also 

operate on the micro level, but instead of macro-level involvement, these programs intervene on 

the mezzo level in several ways. They conduct their own advisement and provide job readiness 

and  internship experiences, all of which have been linked to retention. Most importantly, these 

programs create a unique program culture. This culture is reflective of the profession. Paralegal 

Studies is professional, excellence-oriented, and emphasizes networking, while Early Childhood 

Education is more family-oriented, cares for the whole student, and emphasizes nurturance. 

Although very different cultures, students and faculty in both programs report that the program 

culture is the factor that keeps students involved. It is this culture in the context of larger 

institutional limitations that shapes student-faculty interactions and heats up student aspiration. 

Now that we understand the larger institutional context from Chapter 4, the program culture and 

context from this chapter, we can move on to the micro level, where student-faculty interactions 

take place and how these have the potential to heat up students’ aspirations. 
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CHAPTER 6 

STUDENT-FACULTY INTERACTIONS: MICRO-LEVEL POSSIBILITI ES  
TO HEAT UP STUDENT ASPIRATION 

 

With a basic understanding of the environmental factors on the macro and mezzo levels 

that shape the student-faculty relationship, we can examine student-faculty interactions 

themselves. These interactions begin in the classroom, the main point of contact for community 

college students, and have the potential to develop into meaningful relationships. Formal 

organizations, whether it is Fairview or the individual programs, are made up of individuals that 

make the organization what it is. With the context of the college and the programs understood, 

this chapter will address the research questions by examining the different types of student-

faculty interactions, both in and out of class, and the potential they present to heat up student 

aspiration within this larger context. Although much of this chapter can be interpreted as best 

practices, the emphasis here is on the contributions to student aspiration. As stated earlier, the 

potential to heat up students’ aspirations exists across the programs and faculty, so this chapter 

will examine individual faculty interactions with students across the three programs.  

In-Class Interactions that Potentially Heat Up Student Aspiration 

Since the classroom is the main point of contact at community colleges, some in-class 

and out-of-class interactions overlap. This section focuses on interactions that primarily take 

place in the classroom. Although there is much variation among the faculty, in terms of teaching 

style, personality, approach to students, and background, the faculty involved in this study share 

some common characteristics. They all want to see their students succeed, they are professional, 

and they take their jobs seriously. Although the diversity of the classroom, in terms of ability, 

age, prior experience, and maturity, presents a challenge, all of the classrooms present some 
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potential to heat up student aspiration. This potential across the board is promising in the face of 

many institutional factors that often cool out student aspiration. The following describes the in-

class interactions and how these have potential to heat up student aspiration.  

Clear Presentation of Material 

 The first in-class interaction, clear presentation of material, is the one to which students 

most referred. This stated objective of any course, to understand the course content, is handled in 

different ways. It begins with a clear syllabus and detailed directions for assignments. One 

summer session professor had an outline on the board, “6th day of class, 21 remaining” and a 

numbered list of what the class would cover that day. In the compact summer sessions, such 

clarity is helpful for the students so that they “know how it is.” Even for online courses, which 

many students find challenging, one professor outlines what an ‘A’ is and what an ‘F’ is in the 

directions for a particular assignment.  

A variety of methods, including lecture, discussion, group work, projects, video, and 

others, is best to keep things interesting. It is also helpful for professors to provide some rationale 

of why they are doing what they are doing. For example, a keyboarding professor said, “Four 

minutes left. I want to tell you how much time is left so you know how much energy to put in.” 

Or a Paralegal professor reminded her class that they have to learn a particular law or procedure 

in case they have to handle such a case in real life. Students appreciate the rationale for why they 

are doing what they are doing in class: “[I learned] things that I need when I work in a law firm.”  

Professors review old terms as they come up in class and repeat themselves. I heard once 

that people do not actually absorb what you say unless they hear it six times. These professors 

adhere to this rule of thumb on repetition by repeating important concepts and terms. One 

keyboarding professor repeated a catch phrase or mantra for his students, “The hand teaches the 
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head” and “The professional way is to key by touch.” Another professor said, “I do repeat 

myself, so I find that if it doesn’t get through the first time, it gets through the fifteenth time, for 

things they need to know.” Some students in one class actually repeated the professor’s catch 

phrase jokingly with him. Professors use a combination of auditory teaching by speaking and 

visual teaching by writing or using Power Point, so they address different learning styles.  

When there is an overwhelming amount of information to cover, some meaningful 

summarization or categorization is helpful. One professor asked the students break into groups 

and each focus on one concept in a lengthy chapter, and then write key ideas on the board. This 

helped students process the main concepts in the chapter, reminding his class, “There’s a 

plethora of information, just get it down to a few key points.” Another professor broke down a 

complicated legal definition by defining it word by word. Students appreciate this clarity, as one 

student explained, “The professors that take their time are the most helpful because they are 

acknowledging that I am indeed developing. I am a student. Yes, I’m in college but I still don’t 

know what I’m being taught so be patient with my learning speed.” This “breaking down into 

really simple terms” is especially helpful in unfamiliar material, such a math, business, and 

science. One Early Childhood Education student, who struggled with math and biology, 

explained that her success in the biology course was because “the teacher worked along with you 

to take you and make you understand…he’d actually help you to really focus in on it.”  

Clear presentation of material also involves handling transitions and staying on track. The 

professors present the goal of the class and when students stray from the subject during 

discussion, they relate it back to the topic at hand. One professor reminded her class after a 

lengthy tangent discussion, “One more comment and then we have to get back to some things.” It 

should be noted that these tangential discussions are wonderful learning opportunities since they 
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are based on the students’ questions and interests, but only if they are connected in some way to 

the content. A student enjoys these class discussions, even if they are a bit off-track, because 

they serve as an emotional support:  

Sometimes it’s like a town hall meeting. Everybody gets to put their input. Sometimes 
you gotta vent, especially if you’re already working in the field you’re going to school 
for.  
  

Allowing some “venting” is recognizing that learning is not just understanding the content but 

handling the stress that accompanies the profession as well. Although the class can stray on 

tangents, good professors make them opportunities for learning or relate them in some way to the 

content. Another way professors try to stay on track in terms of content is posting a chapter by 

chapter outline of important terms from each chapter on a website to use in studying and 

clarifying the content.  When students are still unclear, the professors are willing to work with 

students one-on-one before or after class, or even during class if limited and during a work time 

when other students are busy.  

Most students appreciate clear, interesting examples used for illustration of the new 

concept. Students emphasize their preference for examples:  

[The professor] made you put yourself in the position of that child, of that infant. She 
animates her talking so you can really see the child doing that. She would talk like the 
child. Sometimes she would go ‘Whaa, whaa!’ Giving examples and being 
animated…that really made you absorb the information she was giving you.  
 
If you’re more hands-on, you can really get an understanding of what is being delivered 
to you. 
 
It helps when [professors] explain things or put it into a scenario. 
 

In the classes I observed in which examples were used often, especially humorous examples, the 

students were more involved in the discussion. In one class, the professor mostly lectured and 

reviewed exercises. Only two students answered questions and many had their heads down or 
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were staring blankly out of the window. Toward the end of class, the professor used an example 

of a scenario and how it applied to the content. As he explained the story, I actually saw students 

lift their heads and focus on him. Even simple examples hold students’ attention.  

The examples can be stories, humorous anecdotes, current events, or even actual objects, 

like a children’s literature course that shows books from ancient, medieval, and colonial times. A 

Paralegal professor gave a scenario example and asked what motion should be filed. She 

explained that she tries to be energetic: “I tell stories where the rules apply where things happen, 

try to keep the dullest material in the world interesting.” Illustration of concepts is also achieved 

by actually doing something, such as the field trip to the library, playing on the floor with toys, 

preparing an actual legal document, or blowing bubbles and doing the children’s activity in class. 

Some examples are personal, such as a professor using her granddaughter as an example of 

toddler development or a professor telling about an experience she had in his or her professional 

role, which allows the student to know something personal about the professor and strengthen 

the connection. Other examples are illustrated with body language, like the professor 

demonstrating the infant startle reflex. Another professor teaching about leadership showed a 

DVD on a seemingly unrelated topic, a world famous fish company, which was humorous and 

peaked the students’ interest. She then used this example as a discussion-starter by asking what 

the connection between fish and Early Childhood Education is, which was basically 

demonstrating the importance of a shared vision and effective leadership. Another professor used 

an in-class example problem, which was similar to his exam question, so that he could better 

prepare students for an upcoming exam. Even in courses with few examples, students show 

interest in real-life examples, even when they are not used often, or they are not as detailed and 
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vivid as some other professors provide. Students focus in more, participate in discussion more, 

and report that they learn more when examples are used.  

 All of these methods of presenting material clearly – clear expectations, various teaching 

methods, providing rationale, repetition, visual and auditory teaching, summarization, breaking 

material down, working at the students’ pace, relating tangents and students’ interests to the 

topic, one-on-one additional help, and of course, many examples and illustrations – have the 

potential to heat up, or at least maintain their aspirations. Students feel like they “get it” and 

“really learn something” if the right methods are used to convey the information. If students 

grasp the material and feel confident in the class, they are more likely to finish the course. One 

student, who struggled in a course, explained that the way the teacher taught the course shaped 

her decision to stay in it: “The way she teaches, I didn’t like it…the [professor] made me feel 

bad and I wanted to drop out…I [could] not catch up…maybe she just didn’t understand me.” 

Another student had a more positive experience. Returning to school after ten years, a reluctant 

student had her first class with a professor who used many of these effective methods. The 

student, who is graduating this year, reflected that “the way the teacher taught that 

course…caused you to think. I walked away from that class knowing what I truly believe and 

what I want in this field.” So, to these students, the professor’s approach in class can make a real 

difference in terms of retention and aspirations, supporting Strauss & Volkwein’s (2004) 

findings that the college experience has a powerful effect on student aspirations.   

Simply retaining the student in the course is a step in the right direction to preserve or 

heat up their aspirations. This is especially important for new students or returning students who 

are in their first college course. This experience may define their perception of college and 

whether or not they should persist. In addition to retaining students in class, this clarity in 
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presenting material also has the potential to build a relationship with the student. Students report 

that they feel more comfortable approaching a “good” professor, someone who goes out of their 

way to make sure the students are learning. So by being clear, the students perceive this as a 

caring effort on the part of the professor who is concerned about all of the students “getting it.” 

One student noted: “The [professors] that are dedicated and able to teach the material are 

accessible. The ones that are not prepared [are] not around.” The professors that are “around” are 

more likely to interact informally with students, as this student described her interactions with 

professors with whom she felt very comfortable in class: “I’ve seen [professors] outside of 

class…If I’m I the office, I will pop my head in and say ‘Hello,’ talk maybe ten minutes.” If 

students feel like the professor cares, they feel more comfortable approaching the professors, 

which presents the opportunity for out-of-class interactions, which are more powerful when it 

comes to heating up student aspiration.     

Providing Opportunity for Questions 

 If the professor creates a comfortable learning environment, seems approachable, and 

makes efforts to reach students where they are, then students ask questions. Most of the 

professors offer ample opportunity to answer questions, especially when transitioning from one 

topic to another. In most of the classes I observed, the professor would pause and ask, “Any 

questions? Does that make sense?” Sometimes, students feel more comfortable asking questions 

one-on-one, like when the class is broken up into small groups, rather than asking questions in 

front of the entire class. For example, in the keyboarding class, students had time to practice the 

keyboarding exercises. There were a few students who would not ask questions in front of the 

group, but did pull the professor aside during this individual work time to ask questions.  
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Many times, the students find the content interesting and relate it to their own lives, 

which generates questions. For example, in an Early Childhood Education class, a student asked 

the professor about her niece’s behavior during the course of a discussion on infant and toddler 

development. Another student asked, “A two-year-old in my class hits and time out is 

ineffective. What is your opinion?” Although these personal questions have the potential to get 

the class off-track, they are important to address and relate to the material. Students are learning 

the material by making meaningful connections to their own lives and experiences. This 

particular professor did a remarkable job of answering the questions in the context of the 

material at hand and then relating the student’s example back to the main topic.  

There are other classes in which provoking questions was like pulling teeth. The 

professor asks general questions, like “Any questions?” and if no one answered, he or she moves 

on. It seems that more directed questions, such as “Any questions about X topic?” are more 

effective. The professors in unresponsive classes seem to move on quickly when there are no 

questions. It seems that these less questioning classes are composed of students who do not know 

one another from prior classes and may not have felt comfortable asking in front of a group of 

strangers, whereas the classes with many questions are composed of students that know one 

another. For example, there was lively discussion and open question and answer exchanges in the 

Early Childhood Education classes, in which student “all know each other…like a cohort” and 

less of that in introductory business courses, in which students reported only knowing two or 

three fellow students.  

Asking questions also has to do with the individual. The same students, even in the less 

questioning classes, seem to be the ones always asking. Some professors in resistant classes seek 

out the other students, asking them by name, “Ronnie, you alright?” or would encourage 
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questions, like “Please ask. Someone else may have the same question” or “There is no such 

thing as a dumb or stupid question.” It is all in the approach. A few professors answer questions 

somewhat brashly, the “brush-off,” as one student put it, and the students do not ask again.   

Providing the opportunity to address questions and answering them effectively 

contributes to the students’ understanding of the course content and mastery of the course. 

Allowing this student inquiry and participation also shows the student that what he or she has to 

say is important and builds respect and rapport. The questions also allow the professor to assess 

or gauge the students’ understanding and interest in the topic. In some classes, the professors 

notice the students’ interest in a topic by the many questions they ask and provide more detail on 

that topic. The classrooms with many questions and answers promote discussion and student 

participation, which has the potential to build a connection and a feeling of belonging to the 

class, keeping the student engaged and persisting in class.  

Encouraging Peer Discussion and Participation 

 An open approach to questions often leads to open discussion and participation. 

Discussion is important, not only between the professor and the student, but between students, so 

that peer connections and support are built (Karp, Mucher & O’Gara 2008). It is very clear that 

discussion is livelier in classrooms in which the students know one other. For example, in one 

class, the students were talking informally before class about personal matters, their families, 

transfer issues, and their opinions of classes. The discussion in that class was excellent. There 

were times in which the professor did no talking and the students carried on an intellectual 

discussion. Then the students networked. One student mentioned a resource she uses at her job 

and another student asked her how she could contact them for assistance at her job. In another 

class, a working student brought a professional issue to the class and asked for their feedback, 
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evidence of her trust and respect of her classmates and her level of comfort in the class. In other 

classes, students help one another with the course work. 

Of course, these peer connections and avid class discussion do not spontaneously occur. 

There has to be some prior connection, or the students must know one another and trust each 

other to speak up. Some professors make efforts to build this connection and trust. One professor 

split his class into small groups, so that two or three students got to know one another. This open 

group work format allows students the freedom to get to know one another in a non-threatening 

manner. Then when the class came back together, the professor facilitated the discussion, 

pointing out the important concepts and connections between the groups. After an activity like 

this, I could literally see the students relax and feel more comfortable talking to each other and 

the professor. This professor explained that “there’s a lot of freedom for them to get off on 

tangents and misunderstand…we set a lot of ground rules so it can be sort of a safe space.” Some 

classes, like practica courses, are all discussion about the students’ experiences and bringing 

issues to the group for problem solving. By the time students get to an internship, they usually 

know many students from prior classes, so such a forum is easier to create. So the students learn 

by doing and then by processing with the group. Sometimes these class discussions have the 

potential to get off track. It is important for the professor to be mindful of the time. In one class 

with a particularly lively discussion and many students who knew one another, the professor had 

to get the students back on track after 15 minutes of a virtually student-led discussion. The 

discussion was healthy but it had the potential to become irrelevant if the professor did not 

facilitate properly, as most professors realize.  

On the other hand, there are some students that will not participate in discussion and there 

are classes in which student do not know one another. A few professors call these students out, 
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asking them what they think. This prodding has the danger of intimidating students. There was 

one particular class in which the professor called on a quiet student to answer a question. She 

was wrong and the professor said “nope,” with no explanation of why she was wrong. Then 

another student answered correctly and the professor went back to the student that answered 

incorrectly and said, “Let’s see where you went wrong.” He worked through the problem and 

asked for her input but she did not answer. The student put her head down and closed her eyes 

for the remainder of the class. Calling students out in front of the class must be done with 

caution, especially when the students have a poor understanding of the content. Other professors 

let these students stand by and observe, while a few dominant students do all the talking. The 

cycle that seems to occur is that the student participates, is correct, is encouraged, gains 

confidence, and participates more, becoming engaged and learning the material. There is a clear 

connection between participation, feedback, and learning. It seems that the way to get these 

students involved is to start with participation in a small group and then build up to whole group 

participation. Some professors admitted that they do little to foster peer discussion because “the 

things [students] wanted to discuss are so fringe-related to what you’re talking about” and that it 

was difficult to make it through all of the class content. However, the students report enjoying 

small groups and discussion. 

Participation in class has a direct connection to feeling engaged and a part of the class. 

Discussion also lends itself to deeper understanding of concepts. Most importantly, discussion, 

whether in small or whole groups, facilitates the development of peer networks. Since 

community college students forge their peer connections in the classroom, as opposed to outside 

social events, special consideration must be given to this area. Peer connections have the 

potential to develop into “information networks,” or ways of finding things out at the college, 
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social networks, and professional support (Mucher, Karp & O’Gara 2008). The way to encourage 

these networks is to create a safe, non-threatening environment in the classroom, so students feel 

comfortable participating. In a few classes in which the students know one another, there is 

evidence of students networking, as they discussed what to expect in certain classes, what a 

student found out about transfer when she visited a four-year college, how to get through 

financial aid, and who to talk to about registration issues. After all, once the students leave the 

class, it is the peer connections that last and have potential to support the student after the class is 

over.  

Interesting and Relevant by Relating Topic to the Student 

 The groups with the most lively discussion and participation are classes with interesting 

and relevant content, from the students’ perspective. These are classes in which the students are 

active learners and actually doing something, such as discussing in small groups, doing a mini-

presentation, visiting a place of interest, making bubbles, or actively being involved in a larger 

discussion. A professor who employs these methods justified this active approach: “It’s like an 

instrument or sport. You have to learn about it by playing or doing it. You have to practice.” 

Even when there is lecture, the class can stay interesting and relevant to students by relating the 

topic to their aspirations. There are many examples of this technique, which seem to hold the 

students’ interest. Professors gave ideas teachers can use in their classrooms and reminded them 

to “use these ideas at work,” addressed students’ work-related issues in discussion, had students 

prepare actual legal documents and conduct legal research, created a unique business plan for 

their own future business, assisted with resume writing, directed students where to find jobs, 

provided real-life examples of what professors have encountered in their experience, and used 

examples students may encounter when they begin working. A Paralegal professor explained, “I 
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treat them like real paralegals that are given real assignments that you would really do in real 

life.” This approach constantly reminds the student that this content is relevant to their future and 

the long-term goal of a career.  

Professors in major courses also stress the importance of students’ aspirations and career 

choice, like Early Childhood Education professors who remind their classes that “we are taking 

the responsibility of taking care of infants and toddlers and preparing them for life” and “we are 

like other families to these children.”  They even encourage students to raise their aspirations. 

For example, a Paralegal student is doing her internship, works nights as a police officer, and is 

understandably tired in class. The professor said, “You’d be a good person to go to law school. 

You’re already used to no sleep!” Joking aside, the professors do encourage students to consider 

options beyond employment after graduation from Fairview. Even in courses outside of a 

student’s major interest, some professors have students write about their goals or ask what they 

are, just to focus them. 

Students appreciate this relevant connection of class content to their current or future 

work. Students made comments to one another like “She is right on target” and “She gives you a 

lot of insight and instruction on how you can actually run your class and that it could be a 

success” after discussing a work issue a student brought up. Another student commented, “I like 

classes like this because you’re able to take yourself out of it and see what you’re doing and how 

you’re doing it” after a professor had students assess their leadership style. Students across 

majors and programs echo the sentiment that they learn more and enjoy “practicing and learning, 

not just memorizing and taking a test.”  

Of course, not all courses lend themselves to this approach. Professionally-focused 

courses, rather than liberal arts courses, are easier to incorporate students’ aspirations into the 
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delivery. This may be one explanation for the pilot study findings, which are reinforced in this 

study, that students are more engaged and enjoy their major courses more than liberal arts 

courses. It also raises a concern for many students whose crucial first semester includes remedial 

courses and no courses in the major area of interest. 

Other professors relate the content not to aspirations, but to personal issues the students 

may encounter. For example, a finance professor was covering the topic of health insurance and 

related the topic to a student’s experience caring for his sick grandfather. When he mentioned the 

groups most likely to lack health insurance, he stressed the relevance to his students: “Who lacks 

health insurance? Foreign-born, Hispanic, Black, and young adults…that’s us!” He taught about 

risk assessment by having the students write out a personal risk assessment program, “to assess 

the risk in their lives. That’s when it was a reality check.” Another student talked about his 

experience in a remedial English class, in which the professor had students read a book about 

college students’ problems with motivation and engagement. It was about “the factors of 

academic success and failure for students. It captured a lot of people’s interest because it’s like 

directed at us and it’s based on what we’re all going through.” Another remedial English 

professor had students read “success stories [about students] with all the odds against them,” 

which was an inspiration for a first-year college student with many life challenges. In these 

cases, the professors use assignments to address students’ personal challenges with staying in 

college and try to provide motivating stories for inspiration. Even in an individually-focused 

computer business class, the professor had the students demonstrate their Power Point skills by 

having them do a presentation on something about themselves. This assignment engages students 

by having them share something about their culture, their job, or their family, including foreign-

born students presenting on their native culture, a Boy Scout leader presenting on his role with 
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children, and a student presenting on her new company of employment. Even drawing students 

in by talking about themselves promotes some interest. This could be a method of relating the 

content to students outside of professionally-focused courses.  

This interaction between professor and students of relating content to either professional 

or personal content keeps the course interesting, according to students, who enjoy “learning 

something [they] can actually use.” This has practical implications and presents the potential for 

heating up. Like the other examples, it keeps students engaged and persisting in the course. 

However, relating a topic to students’ aspirations is a form of career preparation, providing 

relevant information that the student will use. This reinforces their aspirations as they learn more 

about what their career will entail. Relating content to the student’s personal life demonstrates 

that the professor recognizes and cares about issues that students face, which can strengthen the 

connection between student and teacher. Making these connections brings the student into the 

content so that they learn it, become involved and excited about it, and are more susceptible to 

heating up.  

Effectively Using Humor 

One way to keep students interested and engaged, in addition to showing them another 

side of the professor, is to effectively use humor. Although some professors maintain a more 

serious affect, “to let [students] know that this is not a game, this is not a joke,” other professors 

use humor. One seasoned professor explained why he uses humor in the classroom: “I try to have 

fun and make fun of myself, just try to tear down the wall between faculty and students. That 

wall, it is not intentional on my part, but it’s there. I am in a certain adverse position as far as 

they’re concerned.” Professors who use humor try to “tear down the wall,” or make students feel 
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more comfortable with them, which may open up the possibility of meaningful participation or 

approaching a professor with an issue.  

Examples of humor include telling humorous stories about children or experiences at 

work or characterizing theorists as “my husband or my boyfriend.” Some material particularly 

lends itself to humor, such as Early Childhood Education, in which professors told humorous 

stories about toddlers, like one who did not understand the social elements of speech and said 

whatever came to mind, like “your breath smells.” In Business and Paralegal courses, the 

material is not as applicable to humor. Some professors use students in their jokes, such as a 

professor who gave an example about a student and himself going into business together and a 

crazy aunt gaining ownership of a business upon the professor’s death. The students appreciated 

the animated story and the fact that he used a student in it. Humor can be used to address 

behavioral issues or lack of participation. One professor with a particularly uninvolved group 

asked question after question with no response and then joked, “Yes, no, any sign of life?” In the 

same class, two students were talking in the back and the professor again used humor to address 

it: “Are you behaving back there? That woman behind you is a police officer.” However, at some 

point, humor cannot address all issues.   

Another professor used humor as a teaching method. As groups of students reported on 

infant and toddler development, he used sarcastic humor to highlight important misconceptions 

about the content. For example, “You mean infants can learn? They’re just babies!” or “Infants 

give us important signals?” A student answered, “Yes, they point, pull our clothes.” The 

professor maintained the sarcastic humor, “Oh that’s language? So I should appreciate that?” Of 

course, humor is easier to use in classes like this one in which the students participate and even 

reciprocate the humor.  
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Many students seem to enjoy this approach and professors “that are not afraid to joke 

around,” but not all students. One student described one of his best classroom experiences in a 

class in which the professor was “the most boring person you could ever listen to,” but the 

student reported that he made a conscious choice to listen and then found that “even though he 

was boring, when I chose to listen, he wasn’t so boring after all. I learned a lot from that class.” 

So while some students appreciate the humor to hook their interest and keep them engaged, 

others can become interested in the content itself. Of course, humor has plenty to do with the 

professor’s personality and the acceptance and effectiveness of humor is dependent on the 

student’s personality.  

Although not required to strengthen student-faculty interactions, engage students, or heat 

up, it is an example of a possible technique to use. Humor, if used effectively and the students 

are open to it, has the potential to “tear down the walls” between students and faculty and ease 

the environment in the classroom so that students may feel more comfortable participating. Some 

students report that humorous professors seem more approachable than those with a more serious 

demeanor. For example, a working student appreciates that professors “are not afraid to joke 

around. They understand that we’re tired and come after a long day of work.” Other students 

prefer the serious formal approach. Although interactions involving humor are variable and have 

different effects on students, it is a possibility a professor can consider when he or she gets to 

know the students.  

Clarifying Attendance and Behavioral Expectations 

Another interaction that varies widely among the faculty is the attendance and behavioral 

expectations in class. Chapter Four discusses the variation among faculty in terms of attendance 

policies. Attendance is linked to learning, engagement, and persistence, but is not always 
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stressed. Some professors tolerate lateness or absence, some factor it into their grades, and others 

have severe penalties. Professors with attendance problems try to offer incentives, such as 

reminding the class, “It’s important that you come to class tomorrow for the review sheet.” 

However, some professors report that grade-based incentives, such as factoring attendance into 

the grade or coming to class for relevant exam material, does little to improve retention. The 

same variation exists for follow-up. Some professors will track students down when they miss 

class or an assignment and others will leave it up to the student. This variation seems congruent 

with the professor’s position on the access versus excellence spectrum.  

Professors also have different expectations for behavior, specifically involving respect in 

the classroom and cheating. All of the professors want respect in the classroom and when 

violations of their expectations occur, most professors are quick to remind students. For example, 

a professor responded to a student’s language (“my writing sucks”) by sending a non-verbal 

reminder; his eyes widened and the student quickly apologized. Students talking over one 

another were stopped with the professor saying, “Who’s talking?” A student going online during 

a computer class was reminded by the professor, “Doing e-mail in class? Good try!” Students 

talking during class were reminded with “Excuse me.” There was only one exception in which a 

student was online looking at websites and email during the entire class period and the professor 

either did not notice or did not correct her. Another student remembered a class in which 

“everybody was copying because [the professor] gives the same test every semester…he just 

talked the whole time. He didn’t care what people would do…listening to music, wouldn’t show 

up.” Cheating seems to be a risk in any classroom but is tempered by the professor’s approach. 

One professor mentioned her experience with cheating in which a student handed in a computer 

assignment with another student’s name as the footer. The professor addressed the issue 
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immediately, talking to the two students and informing them that “if there is any sign of 

cheating, I’m walking this stuff to the Dean and you’re going to be out of here.” The professor 

reflected, “I do not like talking like this but when they’re tough, I can’t be milk-toasty or they’ll 

walk all over me!” Another professor noted that the students at Fairview are much more honest 

than those at a university, where he also teaches as an adjunct. On the whole, the professors at 

Fairview seem to have control over their classrooms and make individual classroom expectations 

clear.  

Respect in the classroom goes beyond the student and teacher. Some professors try to 

foster peer respect and teamwork by having students work in groups. Students seem to enjoy the 

group work, unless it is for a grade. Then there are concerns about equal work and the group 

grade. One professor explains his reasoning for stressing group work thorough a group 

presentation assignment:  

Teamwork is another part of their grade. Sometimes in the group, everybody doesn’t 
show up. I actually do a democratic process and [ask the group what they deserve]… 
They don’t want to be in groups, which I think is contrary to education. Because when 
you’re out in the real world, you don’t get to pick who you’re sitting next to.  
 

The hope is also that group work will foster peer connections outside of class. This has certainly 

been the case in smaller programs in which the students see one another in many classes and 

group work is emphasized.  

Respect, whether it is student to student or student to professor, is reinforced in most 

classrooms. One professor stresses, “It’s essential that I give [students] the same respect that they 

show me.” This respect and clarifying expectations is essential to the student-faculty relationship 

and heating up. Respect and trust are the foundation of any relationship, including the one shared 

by students and faculty. If professors are clear and consistent in their expectations, students will 

know what to expect, trust the professor, and be in a position to build a relationship. Heating up, 
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or influencing students’ aspirations in any way, occurs in the context of a relationship with 

someone the student trusts. The peer respect that is fostered also has the potential to build peer 

connections, which is linked to engagement and persistence.      

Recognizing Students’ Efforts 

While on the topic of behavior and respect, it should be noted that one positive student-

faculty interaction that reinforces desired behavior and builds respect is when professors 

recognize students’ efforts. The old theory of positive reinforcement does have some relevance, 

even in a college classroom. Professors who recognize and appreciate students’ efforts and 

successes positively contribute to the classroom atmosphere and make the students feel more at 

ease. Some examples include a professor having students post their names next to a bulletin 

board they created, applauding after mini-presentations, encouraging shy students who speak up 

that they’ll “be the stars of our show,” calling the class’ attention to an insightful comment made 

by a student, encouraging reflective thinking, encouraging questions (“I’m glad you brought that 

up”), recognizing a student that recently had a job offer from her internship site, and announcing 

to the class the individual students who have ‘A’s’ in the class are exempt from the final exam. 

One professor recognized, “Sometimes hearing something positive from me…sometimes they’re 

just intimidated by me or the workload and they need to hear something positive.”  

A few professors point out not individual achievements, but those of the entire class. One 

professor in particular points out the positives for the whole class: “You’re learning about 

computers, overcoming trepidation and fear…you’re doing better. You’re not the same class I 

met six days ago,” “Congratulations to everyone for having the book,” and “Attendance is 

excellent!” Whether addressed to the individual or the group, positive encouragement sets a 

comfortable tone in the classroom and makes students more likely to speak up and get involved.     
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Of course students don’t want only positive feedback; they want honest feedback. One 

student explains that detailed honest feedback is what helped him most in a remedial writing 

class:  

He’s one of those professors that doesn’t just grade papers…he identifies the strengths 
and weaknesses and each essay he’s trying to show us where we improved and where we 
may still be dragging. In the beginning of class, he told us by the end of class, you should 
be able to write a better essay and we’re actually seeing progress with this teacher 
because he’s shown us progress in ourselves where we don’t see it.  

 

This form of realistic feedback is positive for students because it shows progress where students 

don’t see it and encourages students to continue to improve.  

 Recognition of positive student efforts has the potential to build a positive climate in the 

classroom, build rapport with the professor, and helps the student become reflective about their 

own learning. This aids in class retention and has a major role to play in heating up. Many 

students come to college quite intimidated and fearful. If they receive some positive feedback 

from the authority figure, the professor, they feel encouraged that they can do this. Students also 

report feeling validated that they chose the right major or career because “they are good at it.” It 

is this validation from an expert that transforms the fear and trepidation into confidence and 

ability to succeed and even move beyond one’s initial aspirations (Barnett 2007).  

Showing Care and Empathy for Students 

 Aside from recognizing the positives, professors also contribute to students’ experiences 

at college by showing care and empathy. In the nurturing approach to which Snow (1973) refers, 

high-contact professors use an interactionist approach, which is holistic and takes seriously the 

students’ emotional and cognitive growth. Many professors at Fairview can be characterized as 

interactionist, since they ask about students’ work lives, advisement issues, or even personal 

issues. This interactionist approach is obvious before and after class, when these professors 



 272

asked students by name, “How’s the internship going?” or “Did you work out that issue with the 

other class?” Professors try to make accommodations for their students too, like a keyboarding 

professor who said, “If you have a problem with one of your hands or fingers, let me know. I will 

develop a one-handed program for you.” In one class, a student’s apartment building caught on 

fire and she and her children were displaced. The professor and the class organized a collection 

of clothing and other items for the family. Other students report approaching professors with 

personal issues because they have received a caring empathetic reaction in the past.    

All in-class interactions, but this caring and empathy one in particular, have the potential 

to be “turning point events,” or events perceived by the students as creating a positive or 

negative change with the professor (O’Neill et. al 1988). Typically, these events involve 

academic evaluation, classroom climate, and dyadic interactions between students and teachers 

(O’Neill et. al 1988). Students in this study allude to these events being related to mostly the 

classroom climate and student-faculty interactions. The positive turning point examples have to 

do with the professor showing some care or empathy, helping the student with a particular 

academic or professional issue, making an impression during class that they are approachable, or 

taking a genuine interest in the student’s life, basically treating the student “like a person, not a 

number,” as one student put it.  

The positive turning point events and any display of caring or empathy through the 

interactionist approach have the potential to heat up student aspiration. Students with a positive 

perception of the professor allows for a foundation of trust and the beginning of a relationship. 

This connection to a professor who can positively impact a student creates the circumstances 

ideal for heating up. After all, a student’s level of institutional commitment is heavily influenced 

by “the collective balance of the student’s academic and social experiences,” which originate in 
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the classroom (Strauss & Volkwein 2004). Basically, a positive experience for the student 

increases institutional commitment and allows students to persist, and even heat up their 

aspirations. 

Out-of-Class Interactions that Potentially Heat Up Student Aspiration 

 Since community college interactions begin the classroom, as opposed to other social 

venues, in-class interactions are considered the starting point for a meaningful student-faculty 

relationship (Hagedorn, Maxwell, Rodriguez, Hocevar & Fillpot 2000). However, out-of-class 

interactions are considered more powerful in terms of affecting educational aspirations, college 

attitude, and persistence (Pascarella 1980). Meaningful out-of-class communication is mediated 

by both student motivation and the faculty’s behaviors that “promote closeness, trust, and 

equality” (Jaasma & Koper 1999). Since this important out-of-class communication is a shared 

responsibility between students and faculty, it varies across groups, depending on the students 

and faculty. In this study, there is clear evidence that in-class and out-of-class interactions 

overlap, whereby the faculty engages in some traditionally out-of-class interactions before, 

during, or after class, especially for adjuncts with no designated office space. This overlap can be 

perceived as a transition of moving interactions from inside the classroom to outside of the 

classroom. The following out-of-class interactions often begin in the classroom and then have the 

potential to branch out, creating meaningful communication, supporting the student, and even 

heating up their aspirations.    

Availability 

The pre-requisite to any out-of-class interaction is the professor and student being 

available. Since community college students have many outside obligations, including family 

and work, it is often dependent upon the professor to make him or her self available to meet with 
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students, even if it is just before or after class. Most students feel that the professors at FCC are 

available. One student explains: “After class…they don’t just run out the room when class is 

over. They always stay around and took questions. They was never standoffish.” If not before or 

after class, then professors are certainly available during the required six office hours for full-

time faculty. Other professors go above and beyond, giving their students their home and cell 

phone numbers.  

Incidental contact is also a form of availability for out-of-class interactions. Students 

report seeing professors in the hallways or on campus and casually asking questions or following 

up on issues. For example, one student reported seeing his professor from a class he stopped 

attending in the hallway and the professor asked him if he dropped the course. The student was 

unaware of the withdrawal policy and the professor agreed to drop the student from the class. 

Had the student not run into this professor in the hallway, the professor may have perceived his 

absence as a failure instead of a drop. Of course, this incidental contact is possible if the 

professor has a regular presence on campus, which may explain why full-time faculty are more 

involved in out-of-class interactions. Regardless of full-time or adjunct status, all of the 

professors in the study make themselves available for students on a one-on-one basis. As one 

professor points out, there are always issues that require a private conversation outside of class: 

“If there’s been any dissention because of attendance or not completing assignments, that’s 

always discussed privately in an office.” With availability in place, the specific out-of-class 

interactions can now be examined.  

Engaging in Personal Conversations 

As mentioned earlier, one way to show care and empathy for a student, to be an 

interactionist practitioner, is to take a personal interest in the student’s life. Engaging in personal 
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conversations often begins in the classroom and has the potential to bridge into an out-of-class 

interaction. The first step in getting personal with students is learning their names. Professors 

realize that “getting to know them on a first name basis…by the third or fourth week of class” is 

important. Then, small talk and jokes break the ice a bit, like asking “Did you get a haircut?” 

discussing the price of gas, or the weather. When students come to professors with questions or 

concerns, it is handled with understanding and humor. For example, a student concerned about 

getting the right kind of flash drive said, “It’s the cheap kind” and asked if it is alright for the 

computer class. The professor responded, “That’s OK, it will get the job done. I had an ‘83 

Impala for years. It had a dent in the side, but I loved it because it got me places.” By relating her 

own experiences to students’ concerns in a humorous way, she put the student at ease. Once 

students feel comfortable with professors, then the conversations become more personal and 

sometimes even private. Examples of these more in-depth personal conversations include a 

professor sharing pictures of her grandchildren with a student, a professor asking a student how 

she is doing after miscarriage, and a student telling a professor about problems at her job. This 

professor describes the range of issues that students bring to him:  

Some students come to me about the course because they’re not understanding a 
particular thing. Or they’ll come to me because they’re having problems with another 
class and their either want to vent or they want some guidance. Then I have students that 
will come to me with a personal issue. They recognize it’s impacting their schoolwork or 
maybe not, but they are clearly in a position where they’re stuck and need someone to 
talk to.  
 
Sometimes these issues are related to class content, such as asking questions about a 

child’s behavior, parent’s financial issues, or legal issues. Although most professors do their best 

to answer them and support the student, there are boundaries, as this Paralegal professor 

explains: “You’re very strictly trained as an attorney not to give personal help…so if anyone 

comes to me with ‘Oh my brother was injured.’ I say ‘Sorry, I can’t talk about that with you. 



 276

You really have to get your own attorney.’” Other times, the student comes to a professor with a 

totally unrelated personal issue. This student explains why she has approached faculty with these 

personal issues outside of class: “Sometimes you have personal things going on that will hinder 

your ability to focus at that moment. So a lot of  [professors] are really open to that. If you have 

something else you need to discuss apart from class…they listen about your personal life, so I’ve 

done that.” In sensitive personal issues like this, one professor points out that face-to-face contact 

is best for these “long talks”: “If it’s not face to face and you can’t see how you’re really looking 

or feeling about it. They don’t see that you’re being supportive [if] you’re just a message.”   

Of course, this openness to discuss personal issues is not universal. It depends on the 

student and the professor and the perceptions on each side. Some students do not approach 

professors with “their business” because they “are not that way.” Some professors maintain a 

more distant professional role, which does not necessarily welcome personal discussions. One 

professor explains that it depends on how students perceive you. A seasoned professor reports 

that he had more students coming to him with personal issues when he first started teaching at 

Fairview. Now he sees much less “because I’m seen as the grandfather instead of a peer. Like 

when I started here, I was younger than a lot of my students. I was 26 and the average age here 

was 27. They felt more comfortable. Now I’m not even in the fatherly role but the grandfatherly 

role.” 

 Taking the time to listen to the students’ frustrations, anxieties, and issues provides 

support for the students. In some cases, these conversations can even lead to more concrete 

assistance. For example, several students recall venting their frustrations to professors about 

trying to work thorough bureaucratic issues, such as registering for a certain course, handling 

financial aid, or obtaining transcripts. This discussion led to the professors actually advocating 
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for the student and getting the issue resolved. As one student put it, “They’ll find some way to 

help you come hell or high water. They’ll find a way.” Had these students not felt comfortable 

approaching the professor with their frustrations, they would be left to grapple with an inefficient 

bureaucracy on their own.  

There are many variables at play when crossing the bridge from professional student-

faculty relationship to an interaction of a more personal nature. However, it is one example of an 

out-of-class interaction that has tremendous potential to heat up student aspiration. If the 

professor gets close to the student, the student trusts him or her, and may share or vent 

challenging situations. Then the professor can be a support or at least a listening ear and help the 

student cope with a situation that otherwise may result in cooling out or dropping out. This close 

relationship with a professor also gives the student a contact, a connectedness to someone at the 

institution, which increases institutional commitment, the fact that there is someone there that 

cares if the student stays. Then when the student has choices to make about academic issues, 

such as advisement, transfer, or a career, they at least have a place to start.  

Providing Extra Help 

Another important out-of-class interaction involves extra help to reinforce learning in the 

classroom. The problems with the learning lab and tutors were discussed earlier. The labs do not 

have tutors in every subject and the tutors are underpaid. Some professors make an effort to 

establish a relationship with one particular tutor and send students to her. Although some 

programs have recruited their own tutors, professors make other efforts to provide academic 

support to students outside of the classroom. Often times, the professor helps the student 

individually, either before or after class, during a break, during work time in class, or during 

office hours. Students appreciate this individualized attention and find it very helpful. Even 
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outside of one’s major, students report that there are professors college-wide that make time for 

extra help. One student, who struggled with biology, reports that the professor “worked along 

with you to take you and make you understand…he’d actually help you to really focus in on it.” 

One professor mandates this individual time through conferences with every student at the 

midterm, even if it is just five minutes or so. The professor explains that “I made them do it on 

their own time…some of those students, I would say ‘You’re doing fine but I’m meeting with 

everybody. Do you have any questions for me?’ For other students, ‘This is where you are now, 

they is where you could be.’” She finds this individual time helpful in assessing where the 

student is before the semester is too far along.   

 Of course, providing individualized attention and tutoring for every student can become 

very time-consuming in addition to other faculty duties, especially for adjuncts with outside 

employment. So professors provide extra help in another way, by encouraging peer tutoring. 

Some professors include group work so that students get to know one another and “develop their 

own study groups.” Another professor provides students with a “phone tree,” a listing of the 

students’ phone numbers or emails, which is like an emergency tree but also provides each 

student with their classmates’ contact information. A student in his class reported that he has 

used the phone tree to “reach out to other students” and that it is a “really good support 

network.” Another way to support peer tutoring is to make the initial contact in class. For 

example, a student asked a professor for extra help understanding a concept during a break. The 

professor did explain the concept again and then asked another student, who she knew 

understood the material, to get involved in conversation. The professor introduced the students to 

one another and let the other student finish explaining the concept, essentially inviting the peer 

tutoring.  
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 Almost all of the student participants admit that they needed extra help in one course or 

another. Students cannot absorb everything in class and many require extra help in learning the 

material outside of class. When this does not happen, students “feel lost” or “clueless” and often 

times drop the class to avoid a failure. By providing students with out-of-class help, either by 

directing them to someone in the tutoring center, tutoring the student themselves, or developing 

peer tutoring networks, professors are encouraging retention and persistence. Succeeding in a 

course that was initially challenging or being able to master the material and help another student 

gives students confidence in their academic ability, which is a large predictor of heating up 

aspirations.   

Advisement 

Although the issue of advisement has been covered, it deserves brief mention during this 

discussion of critical out-of-class interactions. Advisement is one of the most critical out-of-class 

interactions since it deals directly with the student’s academic progress and future plans. 

Effective advisement involves listening to and in some cases, helping to clarify, the student’s 

goals and map out a route to making the goal happen. The professor may have to “break the 

majors apart” since students do not know the differences between closely related majors, explain 

career paths, and answer questions about salaries, licensure, and job options. Students who meet 

with one key person, usually a professor in their major, who “knew what they were talking 

about” report much success. Students report that “it depends who you see” and some are “not 

very focused in” on advisement, such as some of the general advisors or adjunct faculty. This 

face-to-face advisement also allows the professor to know the student, as one professor describes 

it: “It’s a lovely experience with the person. You get to know each person.”  
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Quality advisement takes time, with which many professors struggle. They know it is 

important, but finding the time between the student’s schedule and numerous faculty obligations 

is difficult. Some professors and students compromise by doing “quickie advisement” during, 

before, or after class.  During several observations, I noted professors answering advisement 

questions in class. For example, one professor was explaining the difference between finance and 

accounting as a major to a student before class, answering a question about the pros and cons of 

online classes, and even addressing specific transfer questions, like, “Does business law 

transfer?” Some programs have recognized this trend of informal advisement before and after 

class and address it. One program distributes advisement sheets in class, giving the foundations 

of advisement to students, but then strongly encourages students to meet with a particular 

professor outside of class. This is usually a designated full-time professor. All full-time 

professors must fulfill their six hours of required advisement, but many do much more and 

receive some support from the college in terms of additional payment or fewer requests to 

become involved in college-level committees, as mentioned previously. Only one professor who 

is not full-time, but a visiting lecturer, chooses to do advisement. He was trained and explains 

that he took on the extra responsibility because “students that know you will gravitate toward 

you [for advisement issues].” So he assumes this additional responsibility to accommodate 

students with whom he had built a good relationship.  

The implications of advisement are very strong in terms of heating up. Students who have 

received poor advisement report being frustrated, dropping a class, or even leaving school for a 

while. Proper advisement gives the student a feeling of control over his or her education, a 

“roadmap” of how much closer he or she is getting to the goal, and confidence that there is 

progress being made. It prevents “milling around” or taking random classes. In addition, 
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advisement allows for dedicated time with a professor, which opens the opportunity to discuss 

other issues impacting the student’s success.  

Professional Insider Information 

This typically out-of-class interaction often begins in class for community college 

students. This interaction involves the professor sharing information that is not in the textbook or 

even in the course content, but is relevant to the student’s future profession. Examples include an 

Early Childhood Education professor explaining how to handle a particular situation with a child, 

a Finance professor telling a student about the “tools of the trade,” a particular calculator that 

accountants use and where to get it, or a Paralegal professor giving students the inside scoop in 

how certain motions are really handled, reminding them, “This is not in your book so you need 

to add it.”  

This professional insider information can also involve acculturating the students into the 

profession, such as in the Paralegal Program that shows students how to make meaningful 

connections, since “connections are very important in this field.” Acculturating students into the 

profession includes sharing successful interviewing techniques with a student who has an 

upcoming interview, giving examples of how to dress professionally, stressing professional 

etiquette, such as showing up on time and how to communicate professionally. Even though this 

material goes beyond the course, some professors feel that it is critical because students “didn’t 

get this in high school…or at home.”   

Another example of professional insider information includes sharing opportunities with 

students, such as announcing scholarship and employment opportunities in class and writing 

letters of recommendation. One particular professor, who has grant support for job preparation 

and placement for students, takes this role quite seriously. She has a “Job of the Week” posting 



 282

on the website for students. She does not just announce job and scholarship opportunities in 

class, but points out positives, details of what it entails, and uses her professional connections to 

find opportunities for her students. For example, this professor had a site visit at an internship 

site and her contact told her that they were hiring part-time. Later that day, she announced the 

opportunity to her class, telling them what it entailed, and reminding them, “You are the first 

people to know about this.” 

 Providing professional insider information to students has the potential to heat up 

aspirations. This is relevant information that the students will actually use in the future. It is 

directly related to their aspirations. Some students appreciate this “extra information” because 

they feel it gives them “an edge” over other new professionals in a field. Especially for students 

with little exposure to professionalism in their homes or communities, this information on how to 

“be professional” is vital to their success. When students dress the part, talk the talk, and walk 

the walk, they begin to feel that they can be a professional, that “they can make it.” This 

confidence is what changes the minds of some students to begin considering transfer or even law 

school.  

Exposure to the Professional World 

The most powerful out-of-class interaction in terms of effect on a student’s future success 

is exposure to the professional world. Despite what is learned in class, most students report that 

they learn much more by actually doing and gaining experience, the “hands-on stuff.” The 

professors lay the groundwork in class, as mentioned above, by making content relevant, to get 

students thinking about what they will be doing. Then the student is linked into the professional 

world to put their learning into practice. This can be in the form of an assignment, such as 

students being required to arrange, conduct, and report on an interview with a professional. It can 
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be attendance at a professional event, like students being invited to the Paralegal Association or 

CPA night. This opportunity allows to students to meet professionals in the field in a non-

threatening social environment, but many professors admit that it is difficult to get student 

participation at these events. Other examples include involvement in a club, especially the 

student clubs that are affiliated with a local chapter of a professional organization, attending 

professional conferences, or involvement with a professional initiative. One professor explains 

the accounting program’s efforts to train students to prepare income taxes:  

I told them they’d be volunteering and it could go on their resume and it would make 
them more educated as a citizen and what the realities are. What are the realities when 
you’re dealing with someone who makes $40,000 or less? What does that person look 
like? They find out, ‘Wow! That person is retired or that person goes to work every day.’ 
We’re calling them low-income but they’re working every day. It gives them a sense of 
how difficult it can be, even if you’re going out and trying to do the right thing.  

 

While a valuable learning opportunity, the issue is always time. Professors try to encourage out-

of-class participation in such professional events by pointing out the benefits in terms of learning 

a valuable skill or making meaningful connections, which will come in handy when preparing a 

resume, getting a job, or transferring.    

The most formalized exposure to the professional world is in the form of an internship or 

practicum. Only a few professionally-focused programs at Fairview have this option, but 

students and faculty involved in internships agree that it is a valuable experience. Interns have 

typically completed most of their coursework and are placed in an actual professional site with a 

mentor. Their experiences are then processed, reinforced, and built upon during the in-class 

portion of the practicum. For example, a student shared her journal about a child at her site and 

the professor knew the child from her visit and interjected, “Is that the one I met?” This deeper 

understanding and common experience allows for richer learning opportunities. Professors in 
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both programs with internships have individual meetings with students and visit the students at 

the sites. Aside from practical experience, the internship has many other benefits. Many 

internships lead to jobs. For example, in one practicum class I observed, a student came into 

class announcing: “They offered me a job!” Practicum professors have connections with the 

professionals at the sites, building the college’s reputation in the professional community, which 

is useful when Fairview graduates seek employment. Professors also have the opportunity to see 

students both in and out-of-class, providing a well-rounded assessment of the student’s progress. 

There is also a social element, whereby professors and students know people at the sites and ask 

about former students who are now employed there. Some adjuncts, who work full-time, provide 

intern opportunities. These various connections between the school and the professional world 

enmesh students into the culture of the profession and truly prepare them for a successful 

transition from FCC into the professional world.  

Some programs do not have internships. One professor recognizes the importance of 

practical experience and created an innovative alternative, her own internship experience. This 

professor hires a capable and dependable student to work for her, to develop her office skills by 

having her file, prepare documents, make copies, other office duties. This professor pays the 

student out-of-pocket and feels that the opportunity provides both a learning experience for the 

student and much needed support for the professor. Even academic liberal arts courses, as 

opposed to professional courses, try to incorporate the tenets of the practical learning. One 

student talked about her experience with field trips. A history professor took his class to the 

African American Museum in Washington, DC. This student brought her niece and had an 

enjoyable learning experience, even though history was not her primary interest. She explained 

that it is all in the practical approach: “If you’re more hands on, you can really get an 
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understanding of what is being delivered to you.” The old adage of learning by doing must have 

some truth to it.  

Exposing students to the professional world and having them involved in some type of 

hands-on practical experience keeps students interested and engaged. It also prepares them for 

what they may encounter in their profession. Most importantly, it is the link between college and 

the “real world.” Students get to test out what they will be doing, giving them confidence that 

they can make it as a professional. Many students are successful with the internship, are hired, 

and begin their professional careers on a positive note. This satisfaction may turn into a desire 

for a higher position or more education, a form of heating up.  

The Implications of Student-Faculty Interactions 

Micro-Mezzo: How Faculty and Students Influence the Program 

These results seem to support the notion that in the community college, it all begins in the 

classroom. Student-faculty interactions hold enormous potential to contribute to student 

aspirations. Relating back to the theoretical model, the core of the program and college is made 

up of individuals, the students and faculty. The previous chapter outlines the differences between 

programs, which can be attributed to the professors with varying professional and personal 

orientations. The students also have certain expectations, backgrounds, and interests. The 

program is a larger reflection of the collective expectations, needs, and efforts of the individual 

students and faculty. Although these are subject to change periodically, as people come and go, 

the recognition of these individuals and the relationships they build must be considered.  

Micro-Macro: How Faculty and Students Handle the Institutional Limitations 

When examining the students’ and faculty’s effect on the macro level, I am reminded of 

my observation of a leadership class. The professor was talking about how good leaders want all 
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of these things for their centers– positive communication, fun, balance, team building, decision 

making, a positive experience - that is what they aspire to. But it does not happen because there 

is no shared vision. Individuals do well on their own, but it doesn’t happen holistically. Like at 

Fairview, there are individual professors, and even individual programs, doing everything right 

to reach students. They are practicing many of the effective in-class and out-of-class interactions 

described previously. In fact, every professor I observed was doing at least some of these things. 

But there is no noticeable effect on the macro level. The graduation rate is still low; in fact, it has 

dropped since last year, and students still leave and fail. Could it be because Fairview is lacking 

a shared vision? Or perhaps as the finance professor said, “the faculty get it,” but the vision is not 

shared by the students. Whatever the reason, the place to address it and begin to make any 

meaningful change on the macro level is to begin with the individuals on the micro level.  

How the Student-Faculty Relationship Can Heat Up Student Aspiration 

 Since many of the institutional college-wide efforts have had marginal success in terms 

of improving students’ success rates, it may make sense to start on a more basic level, with 

students and faculty. They need to buy into the shared vision that FCC is a place where success 

happens and students are cared about. The following table summarizes the in-class and out-of-

class interactions, many of which overlap. These interactions are the starting point to begin 

addressing the potential of heating up within the contradictory cooling out context at the 

community college. 
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Table 6.1 Summary of Student-Faculty Interactions that Potentially Heat Up Student Aspiration 
 
Interaction Type Potential to Heat Up Examples 
Clearly presenting material  Class retention 

Build faculty rapport 
Engages the student 

Provide agenda, specific 
requirements, rationale, 
repetition, variety of teaching 
techniques, summarize, work 
at student’s pace, relate 
tangential discussions to topic, 
provide outlines, many 
examples 

Providing opportunity for 
questions 

Class retention 
Build faculty rapport 
Engages the student  
Positive classroom climate 

Address personal questions, 
ask specific questions, relate 
student’s questions to the 
material  

Encouraging peer discussion 
and participation 

Class retention 
Build faculty rapport 
Engages the student 
Build peer support 
Positive classroom climate 

Create a safe environment, 
small groups, allow tangents 
to explore student’s interest, 
encourage but do not force 
student participation 

Interesting and relevant by 
relating topic to the student 

Class retention 
Build faculty rapport 
Engages the student 
Positive classroom climate 
Exploration of aspirations 
Raises confidence 

Active hands-on learning, 
relate topic to aspirations, use 
real-life examples, stress 
importance of the profession, 
relate to student’s personal 
issues or challenges, have 
students relate content to 
themselves  

Effectively using humor  Class retention 
Build faculty rapport 
Engages the student 
Positive classroom climate 

Humorous animated examples 
to illustrate concepts, address 
behavioral issues, use students 
in examples 

Clarifying attendance and 
behavioral expectations 

Class retention 
Build faculty rapport 
Build peer support  
Engages the student 
Positive classroom climate 

Be clear about expectations, 
give verbal and non-verbal 
reminders, handle violations, 
such as cheating, foster 
respect, group work 

Recognizing students’ efforts Class retention 
Build faculty rapport 
Build peer support  
Raises confidence 
Positive classroom climate 

Point out positive efforts of 
the individual student and the 
class as a whole, provide 
honest feedback 

Showing care and empathy for 
students 

Class retention 
Build faculty rapport 
Positive classroom climate 
Increases institutional 

Use an interactionist approach, 
take an active interest in the 
student’s life, ask questions, 
be open to students 
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commitment approaching with personal 
issues 

Being available Opportunity for out-of-class 
interactions 

Be available before or after 
class, during office hours, and 
in informal settings 

Engaging in personal 
conversations 

Build faculty rapport 
Engages the student 
Increases institutional 
commitment 
May address an issue that 
could potentially cool out 
aspirations 

Learn students’ names, small 
talk, be open to more private 
conversations, just listen or 
assist if possible 

Providing extra help Class retention 
Build faculty rapport 
Build peer support 
Raises confidence 
Engages the student 

Recognize when students are 
struggling, direct the student 
to a known tutor, provide 
individualized help, encourage 
networks of peer tutoring 

Advisement Build faculty rapport 
Raises confidence 
Exploration of aspirations 
Increases institutional 
commitment 
Career preparation 

Make time for student 
advisement, learn the 
advisement system, address 
the student’s questions and 
goals 

Professional insider 
information 

Class retention 
Build faculty rapport 
Raises confidence 
Exploration of aspirations 
Increases institutional 
commitment 
Career preparation 

Real-life examples in class, 
acculturate students into the 
profession, share job and 
scholarship opportunities 

Exposure to the professional 
world 

Class retention 
Faculty rapport 
Engages the student 
Raises confidence 
Exploration of aspirations 
Increases institutional 
commitment 
Career preparation 
Job placement 

Assignments involving contact 
with the professional world, 
attendance at professional 
events, club, internship or 
practicum, field trips, hands-
on learning opportunities 
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Summary 

 This chapter focuses on the micro level, which is composed of individual students and 

faculty at Fairview. Although the 13 professors and 21 students involved in the study certainly 

are not representative of the entire population at Fairview, their experiences and perceptions 

provide some insight into what makes student-faculty interactions successful and meaningful. All 

of the in-class and out-of-class interactions described have the potential to preserve and heat up 

student aspiration. Even though each professor and student will employ methods and interactions 

with which they are most comfortable, there are options. In all three of the programs, there are 

professors making these efforts. In some programs, as discussed in the previous chapter, the 

entire program has made coordinated mezzo-level efforts. The important thing is that in a 

frustrating macro-level environment that often cools out student aspiration, there is potential and 

hope to heat up, as demonstrated by these micro-level efforts. So despite what the numbers say, 

there is some positive interaction, student success, and student transformation. The challenge is 

moving this success from the micro level to a shared vision on the macro level.  
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CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS  
 

So how does heating up student aspiration happen, in spite of the cooling out that occurs 

at the community college? Community colleges are supposed to be the “open door,” the ultimate 

democratic form of access to higher education to millions that would otherwise never have the 

opportunity to attend college. Beginning with the “cooling out” concept (Clark 1960) and 

numerous conflict-based critiques to current reports and research consistently pointing out the 

failures of community colleges, this democratic dream seems like it is in shambles. However, 

there is another side to the story, outside of the numbers. There are successful community 

college graduates, people whose lives have been transformed by their experience. There are 

dedicated professors who have made community college education their life’s work. These 

unique individuals present hope and opportunity. They provide the antithesis to cooling out – 

heating up, which is happening every day at community colleges. This study is an effort to point 

out one example of this phenomenon and explore the conditions that support heating up. The 

purpose of this chapter is to revisit the research questions, summarize the major findings of this 

study, and examine the implications of the study.    

I initially chose the profession of social work because I care about others and want to 

help make a meaningful difference in people’s lives, despite numerous social and economic 

obstacles that individuals encounter. For the past seven years, I have been acting out this desire 

to help others at the community college. It has proven to be quite a challenge. I have seen so 

many students leave school because of personal issues in their lives or institutional practices that 

simply discouraged them to the point of dropping out.  



 291

However, every year, I see a few exceptions, students who have overcome enormous 

odds to succeed and graduate. Some of the best examples include students who enter community 

college with numerous personal and life issues and are reluctant to be in school. Then, as they 

take classes, they begin to enjoy school and become more focused; they have a new energy about 

them. By the time they graduate, they are talking about transfer or even more. During my first 

year teaching community college, I had a student, who was a 19-year-old high school drop-out, 

had been involved in the child protective system as a child and teenager, had an infant son, and 

worked nights at a factory. He came to my 9:30 a.m. class and fell asleep almost daily. Three 

years later, he graduated on the Dean’s List, was involved in Student Government, and earned a 

scholarship to a private four-year university. He is now finishing his master’s degree at a 

university and periodically keeps in contact with people at the community college because he 

“won’t forget where he came from.” Another student, a mother of two who escaped a violent 

relationship, overcame emotional and financial hardship to attend college. During her first year, 

she fearfully attended school and doubted that she would make it through one semester. Four 

years later, she is a more confident graduate with a job so that she can support her family. These, 

and other students like them, perplex me. How is it that they can overcome all of these obstacles 

and succeed while others fall victim to cooling out or let life take away their dreams and 

education?  

At first, I thought it was just an individual quality that these students have. Like the 

“resilience” concept used in the social work field; there are some people that have an internal 

capacity to bounce back from the worst circumstances to succeed. But my micro-level 

conception of this puzzle was too narrow. As I gained more experience in teaching community 

college and learned more from my students, I realized that the student’s experience, the program, 
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and the college overall have a hand in students’ success as well. This realization is frustrating, 

since these larger systems are difficult to change. My personal motivation with this dissertation 

is to try to make sense of how these heating up exceptions happen, especially within the big 

picture of the community college structure that cools out student aspiration.  

In trying to work on this puzzle, I simplified it conceptually. There is no sense trying to 

look at the whole puzzle and solve it all at once. That is like asking a child put together a 10,000-

piece puzzle with blank pieces. The child may try to match corners together, but will become 

frustrated because the task is too overwhelming. I feel like this is what has happened when 

policies and solutions are aimed at the community college as a whole, without understanding the 

fundamental components. Instead, the 10,000-piece puzzle has unique colors on each piece; there 

is a bigger picture to be seen when the puzzle is complete. But first, the child must examine the 

individual pieces, look for connections, and fit together similar colors and patterns. By truly 

understanding the pieces, the individual students and faculty at the community college, then 

meaningful connections can be made. Similar individuals may form a particular program, just as 

individual puzzle pieces with the same pattern or color create a corner of the larger puzzle. Then, 

the child understands that that corner of the puzzle is a tree, which clues the child into what the 

rest of the puzzle may hold. So if administration and policymakers attempt to understand the 

individuals and the programs on the micro and mezzo levels, they can make connections and 

solve part of the puzzle, which provides clues to what the larger puzzle of the community college 

may hold. This dissertation is an attempt to understand the pieces of the puzzle and make some 

meaningful connections. By putting some pieces of the puzzle together, I hope that it may 

provide some insight into the big picture of the community college and the potential it holds to 

heat up student aspiration.  
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Revisitation of the Research Questions and Review of the Findings 

This study is an attempt to understand part of the puzzle that pertains to the implications 

of the college, the program, and individuals in terms of heating up student aspiration. Below, I 

review my three research questions and provide a general summary of the findings pertaining to 

each one.  

1. What is the nature of student-faculty interactions in three different programs at Fairview 

Community College? 

The nature of student-faculty interactions at Fairview are characterized not only by the 

individual students and faculty, but are also affected by macro-level cooling out practices and 

mezzo-level program effects. Student-faculty interactions vary greatly. On the micro level, there 

is wide variation among the faculty, in terms of background, access versus excellence 

orientation, professional approach, teaching style, and personality. Students also vary by every 

measure of diversity – age, race, ethnicity, religion, language, academic ability, professional 

experience, motivation, and personality. These individual differences present a myriad of 

possible combinations for student-faculty interactions. Despite this vast diversity, there are some 

in-class and out-of-class interactions that are effective in terms of heating up, as described in 

depth in Chapter 6. These student-faculty interactions are affected by mezzo-level variation, 

which is explored in Chapter 5. Some programs take a direct approach in addressing student 

issues and concerns. The entire program has a particular approach and organization when it 

comes to student-faculty interactions. At Fairview, the Early Childhood Education Program and 

Paralegal Studies Program are examples of programs that have assumed some macro-level 

institutional functions and guide students through issues that could potentially cool out 

aspiration. These programs structure effective student-faculty interactions by adopting a unique 
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program culture and assuming functions that pertain to student aspiration, such as conducting 

program advisement or exposing students to professional experiences. These interactions are also 

affected by the macro level, as discussed in Chapter 4. The entire context of Fairview as an 

institution presents challenges and institutional limitations, which impede transforming action 

and often cool out student aspiration.  

So in considering the nature of student-faculty interactions at Fairview, one must 

consider the macro-level college context, the mezzo-level program approach, and the individual 

diversity of the students and faculty. Individual students and faculty make the institution what it 

is and the college shapes who these individuals are, but how do these macro and micro levels 

connect? The small groups that exist on mezzo-level, in this case the program, bridges the gap 

between the seemingly distant, rigid institution of the community college and the close comfort 

of working with trusted individuals. The role of the mezzo-level program, which has been 

neglected in the relevant literature, is important to recognize when attempting to fill the gap 

between cooling out and heating up student aspiration.  

2. What different types of student-faculty interactions take place?  

There has been limited investigation into student-faculty interactions at community 

colleges. Chapter 6 outlines the various in-class and out-of-class interactions that take place at 

Fairview. This study confirms other research (Hagedorn et. al 2000, Maxwell 2000, Karp, 

Hughes & O’Gara 2008) that student-faculty interactions begin in the classroom and that 

community college students can, in fact, become engaged. The potential exists to incorporate 

peer interactions and out-of-class interactions into the student’s experience. The study at 

Fairview clarifies 14 types of interactions, both in class and out-of-class. These interactions are 

handled differently across programs, as specified in Chapter 5.  
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3. How do these different types of student-faculty interactions have the potential to contribute to 

student aspiration (“heat up”), as understood by students and faculty? 

This study supports Pascarella’s findings (1980) that out-of-class interactions are more 

powerful when it comes to student persistence and educational aspirations. However, this study 

also supports the findings of Karp, Hughes & O’Gara (2008) that students can integrate in 

community colleges and that in-class and out-of-class activities must be framed differently. The 

perceived effect on heating up, as understood by students and faculty, seems to exist between 

individuals on the micro level or at the program within the mezzo level. Student-faculty 

interactions do present enormous potential to heat up student aspiration, as detailed in Chapter 6. 

Positive student-faculty interactions can keep students in class, promote interest, build faculty 

rapport, build peer connections, explore students’ aspirations, raise confidence, create a positive 

classroom climate, and raise institutional commitment, all of which are linked to heating up 

(Jaasma & Koper 1999, O’Neill et al 1988, Snow 1973, Strauss & Volkwein 2004.) Although 

this potential exists, the surrounding levels must be considered. Student-faculty interactions may 

be more heavily influenced by institutional limitations on the macro level, in which case, they 

may result in cooling out student aspiration. Or, the program on the mezzo level can act as a 

buffer, protecting students and faculty from institutional practices that would otherwise cool out 

their aspirations, thereby allowing a conducive setting for heating up. In terms of heating up and 

improving student success, the micro and mezzo levels seem to be where change is already 

happening. Change is manageable on these levels between individuals or within a program, 

which can be considered a small step toward shifting the macro structure. As Freire reminds us, 

even in the most limited situations, there is always possibility and hope.  
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Implications 

For Future Research 

The community college represents the fundamental tension in American society between 

offering access to all and the reality that only a few will make it through the gate. Opportunity, 

although offered to everyone, is limited in systematic ways. The voluminous research on cooling 

out attests to the ways in which opportunity is managed and limited systematically at the 

community college. However, this study does not support conflict-based research, which 

conceptualizes cooling out as inevitable. Although the aggregate effect results in cooling out 

student aspiration, there are stories of individual and programmatic resiliency, which provide 

hope within a limited context. The community college is an institution comprised of individuals. 

There are intertwined relationships between individual students and faculty, programs, and a 

larger organization. The study also highlights the importance of the program, its culture, and its 

impact on student outcomes in one institution, which is neglected in the literature pertaining to 

community colleges and student aspiration.  

This qualitative study is exploratory, limited to one institution during the year 2008, and 

in no way implies causation. It does, however, raise questions about the potential to heat up 

student aspirations, the role of the academic program, and how community college success is 

measured. This study examines the potential to heat up student aspiration, which undoubtedly 

exists on the individual and program levels. It does not clearly distinguish between heating up 

versus the prevention of cooling out. Perhaps a larger longitudinal qualitative study would 

provide more details about how students’ aspirations change over the course of a semester or 

year. More detailed narratives of heating up over time would clarify which individual and 

programmatic characteristics and practices prevent cooling out and which actually nurture 
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heating up, thereby establishing a stronger link between the mezzo and micro levels. Then 

perhaps a quantitative study could operationalize these as variables for further analysis.  

This study raises questions about the role of a professional credential in a program. Both 

the Paralegal Studies and Early Childhood Education Programs offer a clear path to a credential, 

which can be used in the job market upon graduation from Fairview. Participants in this study 

expressed that this relevance to the students’ lives keeps students interested and enagaged in their 

coursework. To capture this relevance to the student’s life and maintain engagement, must a 

program offer a professional credential? Or is it possible that a clearly delineated path of how 

coursework relates to transfer or a career goal would have a similar result?  

Another possible venue for future research involves the changing nature of teaching and 

student-faculty interactions due to technology. I only had the opportunity to see one professor’s 

online course briefly, but this format certainly changes the nature of student-faculty interactions. 

Future research should investigate how the elements of successful student-faculty interactions 

and their potential to heat up could be adapted to an increasing number of students opting for 

online education.  

This study also raises questions about the optimal size for community colleges. Fairview 

is the largest community college in this state and has the lowest graduation rate. Research has 

shown that smaller four-year colleges perform better, but there has not been much research into 

the optimal size of community colleges. Fairview is the only community college in this large 

city. It would be worthwhile to compare this organizational model to other cities that have 

several community colleges, or even other large community colleges that are divided into 

schools or communities. 
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Another consideration, which is also related to community college practice and policy, is 

that much of the research on community colleges today is based on outcomes and measures of 

student success. Other studies have pointed out that graduation and transfer rates are not the only 

measures of success at community colleges (Townsend 2002). Perhaps future research should 

consider micro and mezzo level variables, such as quality and types of student-faculty 

interactions and program-level changes, in addition to college-wide institutional figures.  

For Community Colleges 

This study is an effort to point out best practices when it comes to meaningful student-

faculty interactions and how these can heat up community college students’ aspirations. Every 

college wants improved success rates for its students. This study reinforces the idea that change 

on the macro level is difficult and often ineffective. There are so many institutional limitations to 

address, administration often does not know where to begin and ends up doing “crisis 

management” (Cain 1999). In addition, these macro-level solutions are often costly for 

financially struggling institutions.  

However, there are clear implications for the mezzo and micro levels, that is, programs 

and faculty. In terms of program organization, this study recognizes the enormous potential of 

the program and its culture. For some students in small close-knit programs, their entire college 

experience is perceived as positive because of the program. Community college administrators 

should recognize the potential of the program to contribute to student success and direct efforts 

at that level. Administration could support programs’ efforts to assume some of the vital 

functions relating to student aspiration, such as advisement, since contact begins in the 

classroom. Perhaps, Dickinson’s prediction (1999) that community colleges will have more 

program control and less centralization of services related to student aspirations is a more 
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effective approach, even though the trend in today’s community colleges is to centralize services. 

After all, a similar “small schools model” has been effective on the high school level. However, 

community colleges must approach this idea with caution. By creating a stronger mezzo-level 

organization, community colleges would essentially offer varying places for students with 

differential results on their aspirations. This has the potential to increase inequalities within the 

institution. If adopting a less centralized system, community colleges must ensure that all of the 

programs have the resources,  faculty, and training to offer a positive experience to all of its 

students.   

Another practice that would support these faculty and program efforts is for 

administration to recognize the efforts in the form of additional compensation, release time, or a 

reduced teaching load. Of course, there are financial implications, but these should be viewed as 

an investment in the students, which may ultimately result in more students staying in school 

longer. At Fairview, many professors who assume these additional functions did not receive 

compensation that matched their efforts. Since these program and individual functions, such as 

making individual time for students, conducting advisement, and providing program support, are 

vital to student success, community colleges should invest in them by providing additional 

compensation or at least release time, so that there is not such a time constraint.   

Another implication for community colleges exists on the micro level, in terms of 

practice. Professors should be provided training on effective techniques to promote student-

faculty interactions and be made aware of the potential they hold. Although teacher preparation 

for higher education is rare, perhaps it could be incorporated into Teacher’s Assistant programs 

or even orientation for new community college faculty, since many new community college 

professors come from the workforce, not a TA position.  
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For Policy 

Building on the last implication for community colleges, to provide some faculty training 

in pedagogy and effective teaching practices, this suggestion also has implications for policy. 

The quality of teaching is a strong predictor of student success in K-12 education and is currently 

supported by numerous policies, ranging from teacher education and certification to performance 

incentives. However, teacher effectiveness and pedagogy on the postsecondary level is virtually 

neglected by current educational policy. Often times, accrediting bodies do not emphasize 

professional development and colleges grant tenure based on student evaluations, which are 

completed by students that remain in a course. There are very few incentives or requirements for 

college-level teachers to examine and improve their practice. This study reinforces the 

importance of the micro level, the interactions between students and faculty, especially for 

community college students who have very little contact with the college outside of the 

classroom. Perhaps policymakers, either on the individual college level or statewide, should 

examine the possibility of including postsecondary teaching effectiveness and practices into their 

educational policy.  

However, creating policy to address the community college must be assumed with 

caution and cannot be a reproduction of K-12 or four-year policy. Administrators and legislators 

must understand that an organization is made up of micro-level interactions, which should be 

considered when making decisions about resource allocation and addressing limiting situations 

for students. Policymakers should take time to examine the pieces of the puzzle before trying to 

solve the whole thing at once. The growing emphasis on accountability has now reached higher 

education, as community colleges are struggling to demonstrate accountability (Dowd & Tong 

2006). Much of the research and college indicators of success are college-wide figures, such as 
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graduation and transfer rates. Are these figures useful if there is so much variation within 

programs? Perhaps there needs to be more recognition of individual programs and their students’ 

unique needs and strengths. This study indicates that mezzo-level program efforts and micro-

level interactions between students and faculty hold the most potential to heat up student 

aspirations, in the face of formidable institutional challenges. Since individual and program level 

intervention is what is working in terms of student success, funds should be directed at these 

efforts.  

Another policy consideration involves transfer agreements and articulation, which is 

becoming a legislative issue in some states. The preferred model seems to be that students take 

their liberal arts and general education courses at the community college and then transfer to the 

four-year college, where they take their major courses. This model is reinforced by university 

policies that often do not accept “vocational” credits. This study supports the strengths of 

vocational programs and indicates that students prefer early exposure to the major area of 

interest, which may assist with retention and engagement since the material is relevant to the 

student’s interest. The first year of college is crucial and it has been recognized that this is where 

most students are lost (DiMaria 2006, Driscoll 2007).  Perhaps if students had some courses of 

interest, something related to their aspirations, they would be more engaged. Profession-specific 

courses, at least the most basic and introductory courses, should be able to be taken during the 

first year and be transferrable. However, a significant tension exists between current transfer 

policies and vocational models that are resulting in student success. These implications present 

issues that are beyond the macro level of the community college. On the whole, policymakers 

should recognize the potential of the micro and mezzo levels and see that change is already 
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occurring there. It remains to be seen how the new leadership in this country will handle 

education, community colleges, and the demands of accountability. 

Summary 

The original critique of the community college as a place that cools out student aspiration 

has much more to the story. When the individual pieces of this puzzle, the students and faculty in 

various programs, are examined, the tremendous potential to heat up student aspiration is 

uncovered. Fairview is a remarkable organization, with exceptional professors and students, 

trying to make meaningful change for its students, but there are many barriers, including 

unintentional cooling out practices, the need to address multiple functions, and the management 

of diverse student and community needs. Such diversity and complication cannot be addressed 

unilaterally. The approach that some individuals have taken to address the situation student by 

student, class by class, seems to be where the potential exists to heat up student aspiration. This 

potential is magnified when an entire academic program adopts a culture of recognizing 

students’ strengths and their potential to succeed. The community college has thrived, despite 

difficult odds in the past. It has emerged as an institution welcoming all students with the 

opportunity for higher education, in the face of a stratified and elitist system of higher education. 

The modern community college faces a fundamental tension in offering the promise of open 

access to higher education in the context of a society that allocates opportunities. To address this 

challenge, the community college should look within itself, at the programs and the individual 

students and faculty, to recognize how a few of them have found a way to build on the potential 

to heat up student aspirations and fulfill the promise of democratic education for all.  
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Faculty Interview Information Form 
 

Date of Interview: ______________________________________________________________ 
 
Faculty Name: _________________________________________________________________ 
 
Department: ___________________________________________________________________ 
 
Phone: _____________________________  E-mail: _____________________________ 
 
Employment Status:   Full-time    Part-time 
 
How many courses do you typically teach each semester? _______________________________ 
 
Which courses do you typically teach? ______________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
How long have you taught at FCC? _________________________________________________ 
 
Have you taught at any other institutions?__________________ How long? ________________ 
 
At which other colleges did you teach? ______________________________________________ 
 
What is your highest degree?______________________________________________________  
 
Do you participate in any other activities with students besides teaching (advisement, student 
activities, extracurricular activities, counseling, etc.)? __________________________________ 
If so, which ones? 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Other background information:   
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INTERVIEW PROTOCOL FOR FACULTY 
 

1. Background Information  
a. Form 
b. How did you end up teaching at Community College of Philadelphia? 
c. Why did you decide to teach community college?  
 

2. Perception of Students 
a. How would you describe your students?  
b. What are some of the major strengths of your students?  
c. What are some of your students’ weaknesses?  
d. What are typically the goals of your students? How do you know?  
e. How successful are your students in reaching their goals?  
f. Do you feel like you influence or contribute to their goals? If so, how? 

 
3. Student-Faculty Interactions (in class)  

a. How many students do you typically have in your classes?  
b. How would you describe your teaching style or methods (lecture, discussion, 

group work, etc.)?  
c. How do you get your students engaged or interested in the course content?  
d. What kinds of assignments do you give to students?  
e. What kind of feedback do you provide to your students on their work?  
f. How do you handle students that are not interested, may not attend, or are 

performing poorly? 
g. Do you teach first-year college students? If so, are there any issues that you have 

noticed? How do you handle them? 
h. Was there a particular student that you reached out to? If so, how? 
 

4. Student-Faculty Interactions (outside of class)  
a. Do you have your own office in which to meet with students?  
b. How many students/advisees do you typically see in a semester?  
c. How available are you for your students?  
d. How do you communicate with students outside of class (e-mail, meetings, 

phone)?  
e. What does out-of-class communication usually consist of (grades, assignments, 

course content, feedback, personal)?  
f. Are you expected to conduct student advisement? If so, how do you handle it?  
g. Do you work with students on any other activities outside of class (clubs, 

newspaper, honor society, student events)? How many hours per week on average 
do you spend on these activities?  

h. How do you think your academic department supports students outside of class?  
 

5. Resource-Related Issues 
a. What resources are available to help you work with your students? 

(writing/tutoring center, professional development, class size, classrooms, access 
to technology)   
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b. Which areas do you see as lacking in terms of resources that would help you or 
your students? (probe, see above)  

 
6. Is there anything else that I did not ask that you would like to tell me about?  
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Student Interview Information Form 
 

Date of Interview: ______________________________________________________________ 
 
Student Name: _________________________________________________________________ 
 
Address: ______________________________________________________________________ 
 
Phone: _________________________________ E-mail: _____________________________ 
 
High School you attended: ________________________________________________________ 
 
Annual Household Income:  Under $30,000 $30,000-$50,000  Over $50,000 
 
Major at FCC: _________________________________________________________________ 
 
Student Status:   Full-time    Part-time 
 
How many courses do you typically take each semester? _______________________________ 
 
How long have you attended FCC? _________________________________________________ 
 
Have you attended any other colleges?__________________ How long? ___________________ 
 
Which other colleges did you attend? _______________________________________________ 
 
Why did you choose to attend FCC? ________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
What is your goal at FCC (transfer, get a job, just taking credits)?_________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Do you participate in any extracurricular activities outside of class?_______________________ 
If so, which ones? 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Other background information:   
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INTERVIEW PROTOCOL FOR STUDENTS 
 
1. Background Information  

a. Form  
b. How did you end up at Community College of Philadelphia?  

 
2. Perception of Aspirations 

a.   What are your goals?  
b.   Have they changed? If so, why?  
c. Who or what inspired you to pursue that particular goal?  
d. Is there anything that is making it difficult to reach your goals? If so, what?  
e. Is there anything that is helping you succeed in reaching your goals?  
f.    How do you feel your professors support you in reaching your goals? 

 
3. Student-Faculty Interactions (in class)  

a.   How many students do you typically have in your classes?  
b. How would you describe the way your professors teach (lecture, discussion, 

group work, etc.)?  
c. Which courses have you been particularly interested in and why?  
d. What kind of assignments do you enjoy the most? Why?  
e. Do you feel that the feedback provided by your professors is helpful?  
f. Which courses have you been uninterested in and why? 
g. What did you do about that course (persisted, dropped it)?  
h. What did your professor do if you stopped attending, struggled through it, or did 

not enjoy the material?  
i. What did you struggle most with during your first semester in college?  
j. Did your teachers address this issue and how?  
k. Was there a particular teacher that reached out to you? If so, how?  

 
4. Student-Faculty Interactions (outside of class)  

a.   How available do you feel like your professors are for you?  
b. How do you communicate with professors outside of class (e-mail, meetings, 

phone)?  
c. What does out-of-class communication usually consist of (grades, assignments, 

course content, feedback, personal)?  
d. Do you ever seek advisement, help selecting courses, or discussing possible 

careers from teachers? If so, how do they help you?  
e. Are you involved in any other activities outside of class (clubs, newspaper, honor 

society, student events)? How did you get involved in that?  
f. How do you think your academic department supports you outside of class? 

 
5. Resource-Related Issues 

a.  What resources are available to help you reach your goals?  
b.  Which areas do you see as lacking in terms of resources that would help you reach 
your goals? 
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6. Is there anything else that I did not ask that you would like to tell me about? 
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OBSERVATION CRITERIA 
 

Professor:          Date:  
Program:  
Class:           
 
 
RQ1: Nature of student-faculty interactions in these programs at the community college  
-Institutional issues/efforts:  
 
-Variation by program:  
 
-Variation by faculty:  

Personal orientation:   
 

Perceptions of students:  
 
-Variation by students:  
 

RQ2& RQ3: Different types of student-faculty interactions & How these different types of 
interactions have the potential to contribute to student aspiration, as understood by 
students & faculty  
 
-Informal and formal interactions mixed:  

  
-Formal Interactions:  

-Class assignments interesting and relevant:  
 

 -Exams:  
 

-Humor:  
 
-Encouraged peer discussion and participation:  
 
-Clear presentation of material:.  

Reviews old material.  
Uses stories, examples  

 
-Providing the opportunity for questions:  
 
-Retain students:   

Attendance  
 

-Recognizing student efforts:  
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-Relates topic to aspirations:  
 

-Role of technology:  
 

-Behavior/expectations:  
 
 -Caring approach: 
 
 
-Informal Interactions:  

-Personal conversations/Rapport: 
  
-Advisement: 
  
-Extra help/tutoring:  

-Professional insider Info:   
 
-Field work/internship/exposure to professional world: 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 


