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In conjunction with the 2008 field test administration of the Survey of Entering Student Engagement (SENSE), the MetLife Foundation Initiative on Student Success Starting Right project conducted focus groups and an interview with the president at Richland College on October 14-15, 2008 to gather information about perspectives and experiences related to first-term community college students.  Initiative staff conducted two focus groups with students, one with faculty, and one with student services professionals.  

The purpose of this qualitative study is:

From students:

1. To better understand what students expect from higher education and how their earliest experiences compare with their expectations

2. To understand what potential barriers to student success might lead to new students dropping out during the first college term

3. To understand students’ earliest experiences with the college and how those either motivate or discourage them in their efforts to succeed in college 

4. To understand what factors might remove or ease potential barriers to early student success

5. To understand how new students perceive the college’s effectiveness in meeting their needs

From student services professionals:
1. To understand how student services personnel perceive the needs and expectations of entering students
2. To understand how student services professionals see their role in helping entering students acclimate to the community college experience

3. To learn in what ways student services professionals are intentional about creating opportunities for students to connect with college programs and services

4. To learn about current initiatives that are tailored to the entering student and promote retention and success 

5. To learn in what ways student services professionals are intentional about creating opportunities for students to build relationships with staff and other students

6. To understand what supports or hinders student services personnel in helping entering students successfully begin their community college experience

7. To understand in what ways student services personnel work in partnership with faculty to create a strong support system for entering students

8. To understand the student services perspective on what steps they and the college could take to help entering students successfully begin their community college experience

From faculty:

1. To understand how faculty perceive the needs and expectations of entering students as well as new students’ early college experiences

2. To understand faculty expectations for student performance and how faculty see their role in promoting student success 

3. To understand how faculty see their role in helping entering students acclimate to the community college experience 

4. To learn in what ways faculty are intentional about creating opportunities for students to connect with college programs and services

5. To learn in what ways faculty are intentional about creating opportunities for students to build relationships with faculty, staff, and other students

6. To understand what supports or hinders the faculty role in helping entering students successfully begin their community college experience

7. To understand the faculty perspective on what steps they and the college could take to help entering students successfully begin their community college experience

Participants provided information in two ways: written responses and facilitated group discussion. 

Focus Group Participants

(Note:  The limits of this study include the fact that the participants in the focus groups may not be entirely representative of the underlying population from which they are drawn.  Nonetheless, their responses, alongside SENSE data, offer insights about the early weeks of the collegiate experience that may be useful in the college’s efforts to strengthen student success.)

Demographics:
Students:

Seventeen students participated in the focus groups with fifteen returning usable quantitative data.  There were ten male students and seven female students, and they reported their ethnicity as follows: four are black or African-American, six are Caucasian, two are Hispanic, three are Asian, and one is American Indian or Native Alaskan.  Two reported being an international student or foreign national. 

The students range in age from 19 to 43: five are 18 or 19, five are 20 or 21, one is 22 to 24, one is 25 to 29, two are 30 to 39, and one is 40 to 49.  Five students said they enrolled in college immediately after high school, 12 are in their first academic term at Richland, and 10 students attend full-time.  Thirteen of the students indicated that Richland is the first college they have attended.  Three students have vocational/technical credentials.   Three students indicated that no other members of their family have attended college.  Seven of the students are employed while attending school, with five students working more than 21 hours per week.  Three students indicated that they have children or other dependents living with them.  Four students said they are undeclared and the remainder of the participants listed their majors to be: journalism and broadcast journalism, business administration, education, business, business management, arts and sciences in teaching a foreign language, finance, psychology, recording technology, music performance, music education, and arts and technology.
Student services staff: 

Nine student services professionals participated in the focus group: eight women and one man.  Seven are full-time staff at the college and two are part-time staff/part-time faculty.  Their areas of responsibility include financial aid, admissions and/or registration, academic advising/planning, student activities, disability services, and the business office.  Two participants have been working in student services between one and four years, three between five and nine years, two between 10 and 19 years, and two more than 20 years.  

Faculty:

Six members of the faculty participated in the focus group: three women and three men.  The participants are instructors of developmental writing, developmental math, English, music, and human development.  Three teach full-time and three teach part-time at the college.  Four participants have taught at the college level for five to nine years, one for 10-19 years, and one has more than 20 years of college-level teaching experience.  

Why did students choose Richland? 

Most of the students in the focus groups indicated that they decided to attend Richland College because of its location and cost.  All said they intend to transfer to a four-year institution. Focus group participants cited the following reasons they chose to attend Richland:
· Close to home

· Affordable

· To get “the basics” out of the way
· A step between high school and the university

· “It’s close to my house, it’s cheap, and I didn’t want to jump into a big university after being away for so long.  I wanted to kinda get my feet wet first.”

· “The location and the price…this is something that I could pay for out of pocket.”

· “I want to get my basics out of the way so I’ll just transfer everything…after my second year.”

· “I live just up the street.  I knew I couldn’t afford university prices and with my credit, I couldn’t get a student loan.  So, with financial aid’s help, I was able to come to Richland College and Richland College also offered the courses and the degree I was looking into getting into.”

· “It was very difficult for me to adjust to being in a four-year college immediately out of high school because it was nothing like I was used to in high school.   I came over here and while I was touring the campus, decided I really liked it.  The teachers and the people I met that were on staff here were really nice.”  

Several students said extracurricular activities or special programs attracted them to the college.    

-
“I wanted to play for the basketball team.”  

- 
[Richland has] “the best soccer team in the third division.”  

-
“I came for the steel band ensemble.  I called and [asked],‘Is this a real steel band from Trinidad and Tobago?’ He was like, ‘Yes,’ and I said, ‘Ok, I’m signing up!’  The steel band is huge here.”
Expectations

From students: 

Some students said they were fearful and expected registering for college to be difficult; others based their expectations on how the community college would compare to their high school experiences.  

-
“I was pretty intimidated.  No one in my family had gone to college so I didn’t know what to expect or even what to do or how to register.  So, I was kind of scared when I came in.”

· One student said he wondered, “Am I really ready for this?” 
· “I expected a lot of headaches and maybe hassles with admissions and financial aid and all that…and that went really smooth, really easy.”
· “My husband had gone here, so I already knew it was the best in the area because he had chosen it and he told me it was the best.  When I first came here it was easier because he had already come here.”   
-    “All my friends that go to community college told me it would be like 13th grade.  That’s pretty much what I was expecting and pretty much what I got.  I wasn’t really expecting that much; I wasn’t too intimidated.” 
-
“I was just thinking…‘School just makes me feel like I’m doing something with my life…going places.’”  

“This college is like a….” 

From students:

After a few short weeks at the college, students in the focus groups have already formed positive impressions about Richland.  Asked to complete the sentence, “This college is like a…” students offered the following descriptions:
· A diverse community

· A good place to go to improve your life  - “An opportunity to achieve your goals”
· A “middle school” between high school and a big university 

· A reality check – You ask yourself, “’Is this something that I want to do?  I’m paying for this.  Is this something that I’m going to commit to and finish and accomplish what I’m trying to accomplish?’”

· “Stepping stone to my future.” 

· “Awesome.  Plain and simple.  I just think the school, the environment, the setting, it’s very good for the student.”

· A welcoming place

· Family – “Everybody seems to know everybody else.  It’s close-knit, close friends.”

· Opposite of high school – “You just have to…motivate yourself to achieve your goals.”

· Day in the park – “You can see people on the grass just sitting down reading or just looking at the lake…just relaxing.  When you come inside, they’re just conversing with each other, hanging out, talking.”  
· A home away from home – “I…live down the street but sometimes I don’t want to leave; I just want to hang out.”

· Thirteenth grade – “It’s still really clique-y.  I have been on campuses of universities and it’s completely different.  But at the same time it is better than high school in the sense that you do have more freedom.” 
· “A job that you pay to go to, but enjoy while you’re there.” 

From faculty and staff:

Asked to complete the same sentence, faculty and staff offered the following:
Faculty:

· Safe haven

· Community within itself

· Very diverse community where you can get a good education

· Family

· Place that helps people rise to a new level 

Staff:

· Large community

· Great place to be

· “Nice place to work part-time; it’s friendly.”

· A starting place 
· Extended family – “Everybody spends so many hours in their office, it sort of feels like a second home.”

· Melting pot – “We have all different cultures here and that’s what makes our campus very unique and a fun place to be.”

· Metroplex – “We’re growing.”

Richland’s Strengths

From students:

Students in the focus groups made particular note of the campus environment and Richland’s faculty and staff. 

- 
Beautiful campus – “The landscape is really nice.  It’s very relaxing.  I sit outside a lot and study; I come early just to study.” “It’s beautiful, there’s turtles.” 

- 
Accessible teachers – “They give you a lot of personal phone numbers, emails, different ways to get in contact with them…”  

- 
Good staff – “The instructors, the admissions office, advisor, the financial aid people, everybody – I’ve had nothing but positive experiences.”  

- 
“The teacher-student interaction and how the teachers treat you.” “They talk to you like they know you. They aren’t just trying to teach you something; they actually are interested in what kind of person you are.” “I really like my teachers.  I’ve met other teachers and seen other teachers and nobody seems outwardly incredibly mean or anything.”

From staff:
Participants pointed to several new programs at Richland that they believe are having an impact for new students.  

-
A resource center in financial aid 

-
Ask Me Stations – to help students find their way through registration and around the campus
From faculty:

Most faculty participants said Richland’s greatest strength is that it is a place that is devoted to helping students develop and succeed.

-
“From administrators to staff to faculty, we’re really devoted to student success.”
-
College faculty and staff try new things.  “We don’t necessarily feel a fear of failure.  We’re encouraged to try things.”
-
A safe place – “Because of that feeling of safety, faculty, and I think students, feel free to explore and discover…to advance their lives.”
Early Experiences

Admissions and Registration

From students:

Students in the focus groups said they were, for the most part, pleased with their experiences with the admissions and registration process and described it as “easy, but time consuming.”   Nine students said they registered more than one week before classes began, four registered the week before classes began, and two registered during the first week of classes.  
A good start:

“There were a lot of people that helped you out…they showed me what classes to take, they sent me right to an advisor.  I thought I would have to figure out everything by myself but that wasn’t the case at all, they really made it easy and comforting.”
“I had a friend who came here before; the first day I came here he showed me around.”
“I got off [the bus] and some girl got off at the same time.  I asked her where the admissions office was; she walked me all the way.  …I just walked up to the admissions counter and said, ‘I want to come to college here.  What do I do?’  They gave me an application and said, ‘Go fill this out and come back.’  I filled it out, they took my ID and did a couple things, and then set me up with an advisor…I had to wait 10, 15 minutes.  As soon as I told her I wanted to be a teacher, she said, ‘Well, we got a special section for that,’ so she brought me to…the teachers’ advisor.  She had me go through an online orientation on her computer.  She talked about what classes and she went through the course book…  I had to come at night and so she set me up…and then it was just up to me to come and that was it.  I may have stopped at financial aid in between there too.  I knew I needed financial aid so I think I just did that on my own and that’s right next to the admissions office.”

Another student said she found on the Internet which office to go to in order to register for classes. “I came to the international student advisor in Thunderduck Hall and she gave me everything I needed.” 

Some not-so-good experiences…

Not all students were completely satisfied with their first experience at Richland.  They talked about long lines and confusing information.
“I went to the advising center and sat there for like two hours and then they told me that I was supposed to be in new student orientation.” 

“They’re like, ‘Oh, you need this paper.’ You’re like, ‘I don’t have that paper.’  So you have to come the next day and then you forget something else.  You have to keep coming until it’s all set.”

“You gotta wait in line for two hours at each spot, which there’s like 18 of.”

It was “pretty smooth, just really time consuming and I wound up staying here about seven hours.”

Several students said they quickly recognized the importance of applying and registering early: 

“I figured out that the longer you wait, the harder it is.  Two months before, there were hardly any people in the hallway.  When I came two weeks before, there were hardly any seats.  Since I know that now, I won’t wait.” 

“I knew it would be hard getting in if I procrastinated.  I registered six months before classes so I wouldn’t feel rushed or forget anything.”
From student services staff:

All staff in the focus group clearly spelled out the admissions and registration process as it’s designed to be followed:
It’s easy and straightforward!
-
Application – “[You] turn in an application….we put them in the system.  Then we send them to advising to be tested or whatever needs to be done.”

-
Financial aid – “They apply for financial aid.  We would like financial aid to be the first stop, but most often it’s the last.”

-
Testing – “They come to advising and after they fill out their application and if they’re brand new, they’ve just come out of high school, we ask them to take a test.  It’s for a Texas Success Initiative; we give them the choice of [two tests].  We explain that to them, the difference.  And, as a courtesy, we let them take the Accuplacer free of charge the first time.  We tell them where the testing center is.  We go over how they can study for the test.”

-
Placement and Human Development course – “After they take their test, they come back with their scores and based on their scores we tell them that they’re either going to go into developmental classes or…college level.  I know we all make an effort to not have developmental classes appear like anything negative, cuz they’re not, they’re classes to help you get to college level.  We also have a mandatory class here called Human Development 0092, which we have students who score very low on the reading and writing,…come into the class.  It’s a class that supports students to succeed in college, basically, time management, study skills, and the like.”  

-
New Student Orientation – “If they’re brand new, they go through what we call ‘new student orientation’ and we’re kind of perfecting that whole system…  That’s a chance for a group of incoming, brand new to college students to come in, speak with an advisor, let us talk to them about all the resources we provide, the services, we do a little bit of advising related to transfer, the programs we offer here, the different associates degrees, we allow time for questions, we teach them how to use Econnect.”

-
Goals Discussion and Registration – “…And then, we register them for their classes after talking to them about their academic goals.”

-
Registering Online – “There are requirements they have to meet to have the privilege of registering online.  They have to pass the TSI portion, their GPA has to be at a certain point…”

-
Advising – “We [advisors] try really hard to make sure that students have our contact information when they meet with us.  If they have a connection with at least one person and they have the contact information, they’re more likely to feel engaged with the school.” 

-
Disability services – “…We encourage a student to come before they even take the assessment test.  We need to see the documentation to make sure that if they are eligible for accommodations for the assessment test, that we provide those, so that it makes it an even playing field for them.  In disability services, I think we’re fortunate because we work on a case management system so the student has an advisor in disability services and returns to see that same advisor.  We register students and then we provide accommodations, so we see them throughout…their tenure here.”

Some things are required, sort of…

Staff talked about required parts of the process, but also indicated that “required” isn’t necessarily required for all students.
· Tuition – “They have to pay.” 

· Placement testing – “They have to do the testing or they have to have a high enough score on the SAT, then they will be exempt from the testing.”  However, staff indicated that students are not required to enroll directly into a class indicated by the placement test and might be able to avoid the class entirely if it isn’t a prerequisite for their program. 
· Online orientation – “We have a requirement that they do an online orientation.” However, “people [who] are able to register online, they can get away without doing the online orientation.”  

Maybe it’s easier for staff than it is for students…

Despite their clear description of all steps in the entering student process, staff in the focus group acknowledged that the entering experience might not be as easy for new students as it’s designed to be…
“We do overwhelm them; let’s just put it on the table.  There’s a lot that a student has to do in order to accomplish the mission.”
“I think the first semester is often very overwhelming for some of the new students, whose families especially don’t have a history of college experience.”

Several talked about additional steps the college is taking to ease students’ transition to the college:
“Offices open at 8:00 or 8:30, but we have staff that come in at 7:00 because that’s when classes start and you get these students coming in and they look so bewildered.  They don’t have their registration summary, they have no earthly idea what class they’re in, let alone where it is.  So we’re there and we greet them, and we’ll print their registration summary out, and we’ll tell them where their class is and how to get to it.  I’ve seen students in tears; they look so lost.  We’ve done that for a few years…and we don’t mind…it just seems to be a little something that we can do for those students and hopefully they’ll remember that and want to come back to Richland College.”

“We’re in the process of revising our approach to new students so that they really feel welcomed.  I’m really excited about what we’ve come up with; we haven’t finalized it yet.  A lot of people come here, they’re not sure about going to college…this is not your university student…they’re a little more shaky, so that’s really important that we welcome them and have them feel that they’re a part of this school and that we will support them.”  

From faculty:

Faculty are involved in the entering student process – but are they clear about all the steps students have to take?
Faculty in the focus groups described some of the steps they believe students take when they first arrive and acknowledged that it isn’t always an easy process for students.

     “I know that they take some type of placement tests to help them determine where their skills are at and where they need to be placed…  And from that an advisor will help them develop a plan for the courses that they need to take and also whatever they’re interested in to go toward that degree.”

“There’s a lot involved in advising in that the advisors question the students: how many credits they intend to take, whether they’re working full-time or part-time, what is going on to allow them to be a full-time student versus being more successful if they take only six hours versus 12 hours because they have so much else going on.  I think the advisors are very good at that.” 
“We have a department here, I’m not sure what’s it called now…where students that do need that extra help, they have their own department, their own advisors.  They don’t have to go through the normal process, the advisors do it for them.” 

“Student programs also prints out a handbook that’s sort of a guide for the different areas around the campus: the bookstore, calendar of events that are coming up, study help, different things to help the students along during their stay at Richland, especially the new students.”

About “Ask Me” Stations

Participants in all the focus groups talked about the “Ask Me” stations.  Faculty and staff had a much different view of how well they are working than the students.
From students – help stations that were not all that helpful

“There were booths set up that said ‘Ask me to help’ and I asked them for help and they pointed me to the wrong direction twice.”

“That’s true.  When…I asked at the asking booth, [they] sent me to the wrong place.  Asked somebody else, [they] sent me to the wrong place.  I found it on my own.”
From staff and faculty – a different perspective
“The faculty work the Ask Me tables before the classes start.  They’re very good, I think, at working those tables because they’re able to talk to students about classes.  I think it’s very good to have faculty to work those tables; they can see what the students are going through to get enrolled.  Plus, if the students have questions about classes…, the faculty are right there to answer.”
“Students who walk onto this campus for the very first time, they’re not overwhelmed because they can look at their class schedule and have no idea what B149 means to them….and we have stations throughout the campus that provide this information.  We can also help them if they come and say, ‘I went to this classroom and nobody was there.’  We have means to go…to a phone and call the division office and say, ‘Well where is this class taking place?’  Those little things, I think, are very important because they’re overwhelmed anyway and if we’re there with a smile, with the information they need to get them to where they want to go, they’re excited.”
Room for Improvement

From faculty and staff:
Faculty and staff agreed that the entering process could be improved.

“A first time student basically can be lost unless someone takes them by the hand and helps them along in that process.”  
“I think there are a lot of hurdles for the new student.  As good a job as we do here, it does need to be worked on and looked at more.” 
“…Even something as simple as finding your classroom in the first week, presents enormous challenges, and for developmental education students, sometimes these obstacles can be very frustrating for a student to the point that they decide for a lot of reasons that this might not be the right ticket for them.”

While faculty and staff agree that the resources exist to help new students, some said they recognize that not all new students know how to access those resources.

“…I think the resources exist...  We’re a very personable institution; our people can get the students to where they want to go, despite some of the obstacles and frustrations.  I do think it’s easy for them, despite the obstacles, because if they extend themselves a little bit, the resources are there and they might not work smoothly at all times, but the support systems are there.”

“I have to disagree. I think in part because we’re dealing with students [who] it’s a first college experience for them, they don’t have parents to rely on, they don’t have siblings who can help guide them…  I think it’s a lack of knowledge, a lack of experience that makes their task here more difficult than it has to be.”  
“I agree...  It’s also relative to the background of the student.  We’ve got a lot of kids now that are coming straight out of high school and they are waiting for someone to tell them what to do and there’s nobody doing that.  They have to decide on their own what they have to do and it’s really difficult for them.”  

“We haven’t arrived yet, there’s still a lot we can do to improve that process.  I think we do an all around good job, but of course we’re open for improvement and we need to always look at that.”
“We’re all in tune.  I think campus-wide we’re in tune to watch out for students that look like they’re lost.”  

Advising 

From students:
Students in the focus groups said they thought advising was a “kind of required” component of the admissions and registration process and overall, students shared positive experiences about the advising they had received.  Almost all the students said they met with an advisor, 10 said an academic advisor helped them set academic goals and create a plan for achieving them, nine said an advisor helped them select a course of study/program or major, and 13 said that an advisor helped them choose classes.

Most students described positive experiences with advisors.
Most of the students agreed that the personal attention they received from their advisors was important, led them in the right direction, and made them feel at ease.    

“He explained everything and I guess he led me to the right classes that I’m supposed to take and I thought he was very helpful.”

“On my first day of school, I felt like it was OK.  I was prepared because the woman that helped me sign up for all my classes…she had prepared me so well.  I felt like I was just ready to go to school again.”

“My advisor…was great.  She asked me what my interests were.  She showed me, ‘These are your core classes you’re going to have to take.’  [She] told me all about the new classes that they have, the learning labs.  [She] enrolled me in all the right classes and told me where my classes were.”

“They’re pretty helpful.  They give you a lot of options.  They give you everything that you need…for that major.  They’ll give you a degree plan… and what it becomes, like what the job would be.  They’ll also help you with the scheduling…so that way you don’t have to sit through six or seven hours of not having class, or stay around campus.  They’ll help you out with whatever you need, basically, if you just ask a question.” 

Two students described their advising experiences within disability services:

“As soon as they found out that I had a learning disability…they immediately sent me to another advisor in the disabilities services department.  Ever since then [my advisor]’s been working with me on everything from getting my courses together and what courses I should take; she did everything.  Also, [she] made me aware of what accommodations could be made available to me.  It was a very positive experience for me because I didn’t know that that was actually available to me.”   

In addition to the long wait to see an advisor, several students in the focus groups agreed that they didn’t receive the best advice.   

“I ended up enrolled in the wrong classes, something that doesn’t help my major at all, something that doesn’t transfer at all.”

Financial Aid

From students:
Most students in the focus groups said that although the financial aid process was lengthy, it was easier than they thought it would be.  Seven students were eligible for financial aid and eight students indicated that they did not know if they were eligible for aid.  Only three students said a financial aid staff member helped them to analyze their financial aid needs related to college attendance.  Of the students who were eligible for financial aid, six have received financial assistance and one did not apply for financial assistance.
Those students who applied for financial aid shared the ease of their experiences:

“I thought it would be harder than what it was.  I heard a lot of people say it was hard to fill out the application. I did it online, I came in, and that was pretty much it.”


“Same thing.  I showed up here one day.  They told me to get a book…a pre-sheet where you fill all the information out and then you go online and transfer the information to the online and then submit it, then you come back here.” 
“It was easy, a lot easier than I expected.  I just went in and filled out the form and that was it, they got back to me with everything.  I did it a couple months ahead of time.  I actually did it online here.  I had a financial aid person standing right there with me if I had any questions.”

From student services staff:

Staff in the focus groups said many students do not think about applying for financial aid soon enough.
“For a lot of our students, going to college is the first thought, ‘I’ve got to get admitted, I’ve got to get my classes.  Oh, now how am I going to pay for it?’  Our director, when we go out and do outreach, he asks the group, ‘When you go shopping, do you go in the store, grab everything you want…then go to a register and then try to figure out how you’re going to pay for it?’  In utopia, as we say, we would like financial aid to be the first stop, but most oftentimes it’s the last.”

Financial aid staff in the focus group said they are starting to work with area high schools to introduce prospective students to the financial aid process before they arrive at Richland.
From faculty:

One faculty member pointed out that students often say they must drop out because of finances. 
“A lot of students drop because of their financial needs…I went online to the district website…and I discovered there’s lots of scholarships out there that the district offers.  If they are having a financial need, there’s a resource there.  That could really help a student out.  I don’t know if that’s shared with students when they first come or even students that say they have to quit because they have a financial need.”  

Orientation 

From students: 

Students in the focus groups said they were not sure if orientation is mandatory.  They shared a variety of experiences: three attended an on-campus orientation, six completed an online orientation, and one completed both on-campus and online orientation.  One student said he was not aware of a college orientation program or course.  

“They have some type of orientation class where you sit down and they tell you everything about how the college works.”

“I did online as well as in-person orientations because in order to be qualified to take the Accuplacer I think you had to do online orientation.”  

About online orientation:

“I think it gave a little more insight of the campus…a little map and everything. It’s something that you have to absorb yourself…instead of somebody standing in front of you telling you.”

“I think I would have rather gone…in person.”

Online “was not really helpful.”

One of the students who said he did not take part in orientation said he chose not to attend because, “I just didn’t want to.  I thought, ‘I already know about college, mostly.’  It wasn’t required.”

Placement into Developmental Classes

From students:

Fourteen students in the focus groups said they took placement tests and their scores indicated the following: one student placed into developmental reading, three placed into developmental writing, and eleven placed into developmental math.  During their first academic term at Richland, one student enrolled in developmental reading, three in developmental writing, and seven in developmental math.  Eight students said they did not enroll in a developmental course during their first academic term at Richland.  

Some students indicated that they were not required to take placement tests.
Whether or not you take a placement test “depends on if you pass the exit level test in high school.”

Some students were surprised with the results of their placement tests.

“It was a shock to me that I was right on the borderline.  At the same time, a disappointment because I wasn’t expecting to fail.  I thought I did well, but the scoring proved different.”  

“I actually work in the pharmacy so we do a lot of calculations and I ended up needing to take a math course.  I felt bad, like, ‘Oh no, I do all this at work but I’m not so good at it.’  So, that was kind of shocking.”

“I was surprised that I scored high enough to be placed into developmental math 99, which is the last one, because I don’t really study so I was pretty happy with the results.”  

“I was one point away from passing the math.  That was really upsetting, to be one point.  You can take it [the placement test] every semester so I’ve put it off to the next semester and I’m going to take it next time.  I’ve just been studying on my own instead of paying and being taught because I don’t feel like I need a whole class; I just need to brush up on certain areas.”

Most students in the focus groups said they immediately enrolled in the developmental classes they had placed into and had differing views about the value of those classes.
“I’m going back to school to become a math teacher because I’m really good at math.  But, I haven’t done algebra in 25…years; you don’t use algebra.  When I went to take the placement test, I passed everything just fine except the math part.  I want to be a math teacher and I flunked the math part…!  So I had to get into the d-math classes.  It’s very easy for me, but I like it because I need a refresher course.  I’m doing really well, my average is over 100.  I think it’s good for me…it’s what I need.”

“We write every day so I guess my writing will be better. I like [the class].” 

“I like it; I like my teacher.  He’s going over things that back in high school I didn’t really understand.”   

“I feel like I’m above the [math] class that I’m actually in right now.” “It’s just like I’m wading in the water, just waiting for everybody to catch up to me.  It’s really too easy for me.”

“I had placed in 090 developmental math.  My advisor had suggested that I go down to the class below that just for a refresher and I didn’t want to…Now, I’m regretting not listening to her.  I should have gotten…into the class beneath me because I’m struggling now and I’m having a hard time keeping up with my homework because I’m having a hard time grasping the concepts.”

“When I first started the class, I felt like I didn’t belong there.  The book is even called, ‘Elementary Algebra.’  It seemed extremely simple and then the teacher, I felt like, she treated us like we were in kindergarten, she breaks things down extremely.  Now when we’re getting to things that I don’t know, I appreciate that, because it helps me even though I feel like she’s treating us like little kids.”

Several students said they enrolled in a self-paced developmental class.
“Mine you just do on your own…you learn from the book basically, [it’s] self-paced class.  I’m not in a lecture class.” 

“I’m in a classroom and attendance is required but it’s basically self-paced and if you have questions you can ask the administrator that’s in the room, but other than that they leave you on your own.  It’s working out good.”  

One student said he was avoiding his developmental class: 

“I’m supposed to take a d-math, but I’m going to put it off as long as…possible because I hate math.  When I do enroll, I probably won’t go.” 
“Although it’s true that some of the classes that you have to take for your degree plan do have those courses as pre-requisites, it’s not always clear that you can take those later.  To the new student who is already nervous…it can be intimidating and they might not…know that they can take those courses later.  Especially if they’ve just been devastated with the news that…[they] have to take a remedial course, which by calling it a remedial course doesn’t exactly help with the confidence.  So, explanations about how it works, how to get signed up, and then when you need to take them or when is the best time to take them with your schedule, would be appreciated.”

A few students talked about the stigma they feel being in developmental classes:

“When they labeled it ‘developmental math,’ I’m like, ‘What are they going to do, put a bunch of blocks in front of me?’”
“I think they should stop calling it remedial or developmental.”

“We had a sub teacher and she said, ‘I don’t usually teach…’ and then she stopped and I thought she was going to say ‘math retarded.’”

From faculty:

Faculty described their developmental students as fearful and uncertain when they first come to class.

“They’re a little unsure of themselves.  They’ve gotten the news that they’re not ready for college level English.  As they days go by, they begin to develop a confidence in the fact that they can learn this material; it’s not something that’s beyond their abilities.  They can be successful in this and they can go on to their college level classes if they apply themselves.”  

“Most of mine seem just scared of math.  They walk into the classroom going, ‘I can’t pass it.’  There is that fear up front and I just try to break it down for them.  I have to put on my best teaching performances typically for these students.  Up front they are scared of it, they’re not necessarily disappointed, I think most of mine know that’s where they belong.”  

Faculty in the focus group said that initially, some students complain about having to take developmental classes. 

“Occasionally a student will say, ‘I don’t know why I have to pay money for this class because it’s not going to transfer anywhere.’  But in the end they realize they just don’t have the skills.  Some of them have a misunderstanding of their own abilities.  So some of it is a reality check for them; they’re truly not ready and they won’t be successful in the next class.  They come to realize that as time passes in the course itself.”

Faculty indicated that many students end up repeating their developmental classes. They said they are looking at how to improve student pass rates. 
“We’re in an initiative called Course Redesign, and basically a big component of Course Redesign…is to collect data and information.  So, we can talk about things like our pass rate…our retention rate and there’s a consistent review of these numbers…where we crunch the numbers…and then we use that information to change what doesn’t work or what is working, we leave alone.  We… know that we do have a pretty big percentage of students who repeat courses or who drop; this seems to be problematic especially in the new online learning environments that we have.  In a developmental writing course, there is typically a 50% drop rate online.  …We need to do better, especially online, in retaining our students and seeing that they succeed. Many times there’s a disconnect between what we say we’re going to offer, or what we do offer, and then what happens on the back end with a lot of students not completing, or repeating, or dropping out totally.”

Classroom Experiences

So where are my classes?

From students:

Some students said they had trouble finding their classes:
“When you walk into a class 30 minutes after it starts and it’s the wrong class, people are kind of helpful.  That’s the only way that I figured out how to get to my classes.”

“My first class had been changed to a different room.  I noticed that on so many doors it said, ‘this class has moved to this other classroom.’”  
Course Expectations
From students:

All students in the focus groups reported that on the first day of class their instructors distributed and reviewed the course syllabus.
“They even have them [the syllabus] online, like before the class even starts.  So you can go and see what’s expected of the class…if you pick a certain class, you can actually see what’s going to be going on in that class so you don’t get into something that you don’t want to get into…”  

From faculty:

Faculty in the focus group talked about providing a syllabus and how they set expectations for their students.
“Now that is a lecture!  I tie in the core curriculum requirements with the work that we will be doing and I let them know that we have a lot of work to do and only a little amount of time to do and this is what you’ll get for doing it.  I talk to them about how I just have kindergarten rules: be nice to each other…listen when I speak…turn off all electronic devices.  I sort of tell them what I expect, what grades they’re going to get, what the college expects, what cheating is, I go through the whole syllabus.  I have a little form that they sign that says they read it…understood it…and if they didn’t understand, they have some questions I was able to answer for them.  Then they sign it and I keep that.”  
“I post announcements on Campus.  I have all these assignments already there, but I’ll send, ‘Remember, this is the week that we’re doing this and this.’  There’s so much stuff in their world, unless you repeat it a lot of times and a lot of different ways, I send out emails, put it on the website, I tell them ‘You need to call so and so’ in their groups, and, ‘Make sure all of you guys know what’s going on’ and so they cannot say they don’t know what I expect.”  

“[In the program I teach in], the program is a non-credit program and the students receive a certificate.  The certificate is based on so much attendance and if they don’t arrive at that percentage, they don’t get a certificate.  A lot are going based on their company paying.  I must let them know and have them understand the end result.  In my first class I emphasize that.”  

Getting to Know You

From students:

Some students in the focus groups said their instructors had activities the first few days of class to help students get to know each other and the instructor; other students did not have this experience. 

“I had a teacher who got all of us to…gather around and do a whole bunch of silly and embarrassing type of question asking, various storytelling…including saying what our name was.  By connecting our names with the stories that we told, by the end of the first two days of that class, we already knew everybody’s name.”
“I still don’t know anyone’s name.  There’s pretty much no interaction between any of the students…  The teacher still uses note cards to know who we are.”
Who knew students’ names at the end of the first week of class?

-
Everybody – “I’m the kind of person that talks to everybody.  I’m really like a noticeable person at 6’5”.  I ask a lot of questions; I like to know what’s going on, what I’m getting myself into.  All my teachers knew my name, everybody.” 

· Developmental teacher – “He knew that I liked the Cowboys.”

· Maybe “everyone in my math class because the first week I came across as a know-it-all and then my biology lab, the people that I actually partner with, they know me.”

· “A teacher, a classmate, and [my] soccer team.”

· All my teachers – “I don’t know if it’s because I always try to sit in the front of the class.  I’ve gotten a habit of that because…I always needed [glasses].  Also, I do have opinions so I’m not afraid to raise my hand and speak up.”
· All my teachers – “…Probably because I showed up 45 minutes late.  Then I talk a lot…I try to brighten up people’s days, so people tend to remember who I am.”
A Good Class

From students:
“In English…it’s good, that’s why I like groups because you interact with each other, with your classmates.  Also, in my history class we have group tests so we have to rely on each other to study some part because if one person doesn’t study that means that I fail part of the group test.”

“In English, lately we’ve been doing a lot of group work.  If we raise our hands, she won’t pick on the person who’s raising their hand, she’ll pick on somebody in the group and expect them to know it too.  So before we even raise our hand, we have to talk it out with our group.”   
“When it’s good you’re always wanting to pay attention, you’re wanting to get there early to class so you don’t miss anything.  When you get there early you’re actually able to converse with the other students…you end up making more friends.  You end up actually paying attention more in class than if you didn’t like the class.  You’re more interactive with the class instead of just sitting in the back going, ‘Don’t call on me, leave me alone.’  I’ve seen students do that and inevitably they get called on.”  
“It’s how good the professor really is…and how engaging the conversation becomes.  If it is interesting, students would be more involved in discussing the subject.  If it is something that doesn’t really give any spark to conversation, it’s more of just a one way, then it’s a little different.  I know a lot of professors have a lot of materials to discuss with their students, but sometimes, the way they bring out the stories makes students want to be more involved.” 
“I have a religion class and we don’t do a lot of written work, we do a lot of discussions...  Everybody just gets to talk, we meet each other.  When the class is easy, it’s just like…you feel good because you know you’re on track, you know what you’re doing, and you get to actually have a little fun, maybe talk to somebody every now and then or help somebody else out.  Everything just goes good.”

Several students spoke positively about their experiences in “learn labs:” 
“All of my classes are learn labs and I think that makes it a lot better because it’s so interactive, you get to discuss things in a small group.  I think it does help to increase participation in the class because then everybody gets a say but they don’t have to say it in front of the entire class, you say it within [the] little group.”

“I wish I would have known about the learn labs because that sounds like something that’s more hands on.  This is the first time I hear about it.”
From faculty:

“[Students are] formulating questions and then they’re trying to figure out, ‘Now how do I find out the answer to that question?’”

“I think there’s a conversation, a back and forth exchange.  Sometimes, I’ve found that, it doesn’t happen until first they group because they’ll talk to each other before they’ll talk to you.  So, I’ll go around and, ‘No kidding, is that what you all did?’ so they get comfortable with me [and] I get comfortable with them, within their groups.  Then when I bring them back together, it’s easier for them to talk to me.  I think when there’s a back and forth communication, there’s an openness, there a facilitator sort of presence, like a round circle, to me, that’s when things are clicking.”

“I think they become more self-directed.  So if we’re in the middle of a project…they know exactly where they are in that process and they go to work.  Some chose to work by themselves, others will chat with a partner, some of them will bring the laptops up to the desk and say, ‘What do you think of this?’  So, a lot of different things [are] going on in the classroom at the same time and they are selecting what they need to do.”
“They go through the process of connecting with their professors and sort of knowing that the professors care about them as individuals and not just as someone on their role.  I have found that in order to relate to my students I have to relate to each of them individually and then we can connect.  I came up through the community college system myself so I know how important it was for me to connect with my professor and know that they were real, that they lived a life like mine, they had problems and concerns as well, and that school was just an extension of life, not something separate from our life.  And so I think it’s very important to establish a relationship with students.”

The Not-so-good Class

From students:
“The history class that I have [is] very, very hard because it’s a lecture class, it’s like 90 people in there.  It’s just kind of listening to the teacher talk and I never was just really good at paying attention.  I’m kind of like semi-ADD.”

Lecture classes are “boring.  My biology teacher, he is brilliant, but I think he doesn’t know how to relay his knowledge to us.  He asks us a question and the class is just quiet.  My lecture classes are like two and a half to three hours long.  It’s crazy getting out of class at almost 10 o’clock [at night] when I was working a full time job being at work at six in the morning…  Lecture is an acquired taste.”
“Lecture classes…  We’re just sitting here just focusing on this person just talking and talking and talking.  It’s part of school, but it’s an 8 o’clock class, so it’s putting me to sleep.  I’m trying to take notes and I’m dozing off.  It’s dimly lit and…it’s cool in there…I just want to go to sleep.”

The Best Teachers

From students:
…are “very knowledgeable of the subject; all my instructors…have immense resumes and have either done TV, radio, broadcasting…work with various artists nationally.  [They’re] very dynamic.  When we’re in labs, we get to know the other side of the instructor just besides the teaching, we get to joke around and have a lot of fun.”

“My teacher is good…I don’t think it would be so easy if I didn’t have the right teacher.”

“[They are] both so enthusiastic and so excited about the material and that they’re teaching you the material.  It does make it a lot more exciting and interesting to be there, learning from them.”

About Receiving Feedback – Do Students Know How They’re Doing in Class?

From students:
Almost all of the students in the focus groups indicated that they know exactly how they are doing in their classes.  They shared how they know their status:

The “teacher tells me and what I got from the test, I just record it.”

“Three out of my four classes they post the grades on the internet somewhere, like in MyMathLab, it keeps track of all the homework, and it puts the test scores on there.  History and psychology, they’re in Ecampus.” 

“They have an online gradebook.”

“Lots of teachers have their own individual ways of showing you what your grades are.  Some…will take out their grade book and let you know, ‘Ok, this is what your grade is, these are the assignments you’re missing.’  Some of them purely say, ‘I posted your grades on Ecampus, look it up online if you want to see what your grade is.’  Some of them kind of depend on you to keep track of your own grade…  Most of the time, they’ll be willing to talk to you about your grade during their office hours.”

One student did not have as much information, “I have only gotten one grade back.  That is the only thing that I know about my grades, period, in all my classes.”
From faculty:
Some faculty said they follow up regularly with students and offer frequent feedback; others suggested students need to take more responsibility for initiating contact with their instructors.

“I like to see…if they can come to my office and sit down and talk and find out what’s going on and what I can do to help them in any way and what are some ways they can help themselves.  If someone hasn’t been turning in any work, I would do it pretty early on, but maybe at least by the midterm

“Within the first week, they already have…their first in-class paper that I will have graded and given back to them with comments.  If I see that they have a lot of grammatical issues, then I connect them with the writing center.  I have peer review sheets, rubrics, so they know exactly what’s expected on that paper and I can see immediately if they’re meeting those expectations…within the first week.  I schedule in-class conferences, so while they’re in their group activities, I’m calling them up them individually to my desk and discussing that very first paper…so I’m giving them feedback immediately.  Because there are so many papers…it sometimes takes till midterm before we can give them feedback, so I give them a little quick paper so that I can give them immediate feedback.  They don’t pay us for time outside of teaching that actual class.  Or with email… and now in Word you can track changes and make comments on the paper and just email it write back to them…  It seems to work; I think it helps with retention in my classes.”

“Right now, I’m concerned; I have a couple students that stopped going.  First I look at myself, I say, ‘Maybe I haven’t been as warm and fuzzy as I need to be’ and yet I’m trying to get across to them that they need to learn how to write because that’s going to be essential in their other courses.   I treat them as adults.  I will call them up before drop date, but I’m not going to be calling them every few weeks.  It’s going to be one call from me…after they could be gone a month.  That’s my approach.  Somebody else may call them every week.  I have 25 students in a class and I don’t know, maybe I should be more concerned when I see somebody stop coming a couple times…but I also want to give them the freedom that maybe they don’t like the way I’m teaching and it’s fine for them to leave, they’re adults.”  
About Students Getting Help When They Need It
From students:

None of the focus group participants said they were currently using Richland’s tutoring services, but they said that they are aware of how to get help if they need it.  Ten students said they have received information about academic resources and services available at the college.  
“We had a lady come by that tells you about all the services they offer…it’s just different tools that they provide for you.  They’re classes…and you can get class credit for those.”

“Most teachers, close to the first day,…they advised you of all the tutoring and help services available.”
“I will use that [tutoring] as soon as I can get time to go up there.  It’s just a matter of getting time.  I take care of not only my two and a half-year-old son, but my parents as well, they’re both handicapped.”

Students said their instructors also told them about online tutoring.
“I’m kind of a visual person…if I see it I can figure it out on my own.  I mostly just use internet tutoring sites.”  
From faculty:

Faculty in the focus groups – particularly adjunct faculty – said they don’t always have the information about services available for students.  

“One of the challenges with making the students aware of all the resources that are available to them is making sure staff knows.  There’s a high turnover rate with part-time faculty and so with developmental writing, we spend a fair amount of time repeating information and you know there are gaps that happen where a new instructor is not aware of the resources.”  

“Part of our Quality Enhancement Program…demands that we look at our processes and when there are gaps to come up with a solution.  We’re working on…a training solution to address some of the gaps that happen with high part-time faculty turnover so that when three, four, five weeks into the semester, a student has stopped coming to class, those instructors know what’s available and there are a lot of resources.”  

“Not only are we trying to educate the students about everything we think they need to know, I’m sorry, but there are a lot of people that are here that need to be educated also.  …We should also mandate or require every semester…for faculty, staff, administrators to look and see what is new, what’s changed, so that we are on one page and telling students correctly what we expect out of them, what they can get help with, instead of giving them misinformation.” 

“That tended to be a learning process for me.  It took probably three, four years into my teaching before I started knowing a lot about the different things.”  
“Well, I think that everything we need…is here.  [In my discipline], we were talking about where can they send students to work in a computer lab and there was no centralized list of all of the available computer labs anywhere!  Whoever…started the email ended up with one that then was disseminated to all of the faculty, which I appreciated.  I just knew of a couple…but I had no idea there wasn’t a central list.   So there’s all of this information, but it’s not organized.”  
From student services staff:

Staff indicated that an “early alert” system kicks in at the end of each term. 

At the end of the term “students are put on early alert if they either drop or fail all their classes.  At that point…it’s indicated on their advising report and if they were allowed to register online before that point…then they have to come into advising to speak personally with an advisor in order to get registered.”  

“It would be hard to tell when to put somebody on early alert unless we have some real data.  So, the data is how they’re doing in their classes, if they’re withdrawing or if they’re failing.  You have 15,000 students coming here. We try to catch problems, but you can’t catch them all.  I don’t know how we could tell.”  

So What Worries Students the Most?
“Last minute projects.  Like being in a group and finding out that nobody else did anything on it.”

“Music jury.  …Your grade for the whole semester is dependant on your one performance…that is the most stressful.”

 “Math.”


“The work.  It’s a lot of work, but you expect that out of college.  It’s not really that hard if you keep up with it; it’s just a lot of work.”

“A lot of reading.”

“They tell you to write a five page paper…and they just give you a simple question and want you to turn it into a five page paper.  You’re supposed to be creative and think, but some stuff is just mind numbing.”

“Yeah, it has to be 10 pages, but you can’t talk 10 pages.”

Getting Involved Outside Class

From students

Only five students in the focus groups indicated that they have received information about college clubs and other activities.  The majority of students said they knew they could find out about clubs on “club day,” but they voiced concern that it is only one day and it is the only way they know how to find out about Richland’s clubs. 
“They have one day, like a club fair, where you go down the line and check out all the clubs.  For me, I went to check out one, but I had to go take care of some business and by the time I came back, everything was just gone.  So I was like, ‘Ok, so I don’t know where to go now.’  I think they should not just do it on one day, like two days or three days.”

“It’s really inconvenient when that happens.  The booths are set up for this one day…for about six hours.  If you miss that window for any reason…you miss out.” 

“A majority of people go to school either Monday/Wednesday/Friday or Tuesday/Thursday…how is somebody that doesn’t go to school that day [of the fair] supposed to know about that?  I’m sure that clubs would be a lot more popular…if kids knew that it existed.  I don’t think there is an actual way to look up clubs.”

Other students said club information is available at other times.

“It’s on Ecampus.”
“You can go to SPAR but it’s really hard to figure out what clubs you want to be a part of.  When you go to SPAR there’s basically a list of, here are all the clubs we have registered, which not all the clubs are registered, some of them are still informal.  Then the only information they give you is the name of the club (which the naming can be deceptive), the sponsor of the club (which that doesn’t tell you anything if you don’t know anything about the sponsor), and a phone number (which sometimes they don’t answer).”

Listening to the conversation, one student observed, “I didn’t know anything about clubs.  I thought maybe it’s because I’m a part-time student…I guess there’s a lot more people that don’t know about them.”

Students said that even though they don’t belong to formal clubs, they do get together with other students.    

“Cafeteria stuff.  We just hang out and do stuff.”

“We tend to hang out in our own little group.  There are a lot of places like that…where people just gather around, they talk with their friends.  The popular places are the walkways…the cafeterias where there are tables where you can sit down and do stuff, and also places with lots of natural light.”

From staff:

Staff talked about the importance of extracurricular activities:

“It has been proven that students that are involved in extracurricular activities tend to stay in school.  So, we want our students to know that plus going to class, there are extracurricular activities that you can get involved in: clubs, student government, we bring speakers to campus, we provide entertainment…intercollegiate sports…we have a large campus newspaper.  We do a large gamete…  These students can get involved; at least they know that coming to a community college is just not coming out here going to class, but there are other things that will help keep them here…  When students, I think, realize that, ‘Hey, this is just like going to a large college or university because we have extracurricular things we can get involved in,’ I think they’ll stay here because they become a part of [it]...”

Using Technology

From students:

When asked which technologies they use as part of their coursework, to access college information, or to communicate with instructors, students indicated the following: 

· Course management software (such as Blackboard): 9

· College website: 12
· Personal email account: 12

· College email account: 2

· Internet for research or academic support: 11
· YouTube: 3

· MyMathLab: 2

· Text messaging: 2

· Video games: 2

· Facebook or other social networking sites: 1

· Blog: 1

Students described how their instructors use technology in the classroom:

“One of my teachers, the first day that we went to class, she pulled out the overhead and actually showed us exactly where to go to access course documents we might need for the class…so that was pretty helpful.”

“My biology teacher, he posts PowerPoint presentations…on Blackboard.  A lot of [my classmates] have never been on it because they don’t know how to get to it or where to go.  Not everyone tells their students, ‘This is where you go.’  It’s pretty much navigate it yourself.”  

“They’ve recently developed a strategy where it’s now a requirement where all teachers have to do stuff through Ecampus…  That’s where they can put in your grade…give handouts.  Apparently, part of that was done because of Richland’s attempt to go green, but if we’re printing it out at home, how is that really going green?”

“I had a problem with Ecampus.  When I was doing my test, both computers that I was using, both of them crashed and it was during the middle of [my test].”
Several students talked about using MyMathLab:
“MyMathLab…It was required for my developmental math course because some, to almost all, of the homework is done online.  The teacher gives…a password and username to be able to create an account with MyMathLab.  She explained what you need to do…and how to install it.  She was very helpful.”

“It’s expensive.”  

“You have to buy the access code and the book.  Yeah, it’s very expensive.”

“If you buy the book used, you have to purchase the access code.  It’s like $60 extra…for just the code.”

Some students said they aren’t comfortable using the required technology:
“That was my biggest adjustment coming back to school.  Last time I went to school was 25 years ago.  Now everything is done on computer.  It was hard in the beginning.  I knew how to work on the computer a little bit.  The first few weeks were stressful actually, trying to navigate around the computer, trying to get my papers typed, how do you double space?  I think there is [extra help].  I think you can even take computer classes.  I think my advisor said, ‘Do you want to take a computer class?’ but I said no because I could navigate a little bit.  But, everything is on the computer, the math homework, you gotta type your papers, you gotta do research…”
What about the college website?
“I use our website a lot.  There are several places on the site that I use regularly, like knowing when my due date is to pay tuition.  It’s hard to get to it, even though I’ve been to it several times.  It’s not user friendly.”

From staff:

Staff indicated that the college is currently using the following technologies to communicate with and disseminate information to students: eight said email, seven said the college website, two said YouTube, one said Podcasts, and one said Facebook or other social networking site.

From faculty: 

Faculty indicated that they use the following technologies as part of their instruction and/or to communicate with their students: five use course management software (such as Blackboard), five use email, four use the internet for research, one uses text messaging, one uses a Blackberry, and one uses a graphing calculator.

Faculty indicated that Ecampus is now mandatory.  Instructors in the focus groups felt that when they communicate with students electronically, the response is “pretty good.”  

“I do have access to their email through the Ecampus and can send something that says, ‘Here is your syllabus.’  I try to do that but…a lot of them will register on the day of class…, but for the most part, you can get the majority of them.”  

“My biggest deal, communicating with them electronically, is whether or not the email that they gave to admissions is the same email that they’re currently using.    So when I have them fill out, the first day, a little sheet about themselves, I get…all of their contact information and compare it and then I tell them if it’s different from what I’ve got in the system, then ‘You need to go change it.’  It works well; I love ECampus.”

Focus Group Participants Offer Advice

Advice for the College

From students:

Asked to give advice to the college about how to create an entering student experience that would meet students’ needs, focus group participants worked in small groups and created lists of changes they would like to see.  A number of students said the current process for new students works pretty well, but most agreed that finding their way around the campus proved difficult.  They also offered additional suggestions for improving the process.
· Personal orientation and campus tour 

“They have some sort of orientation, I didn’t go, but we agree that they should have a day or two set apart where they have campus tours that leave on the hour so that people…can make time to come up here.  A lot of people would be much more informed.”
· Directions and detailed maps – both to the admissions area and for the campus

“A line on the ground leading from outside of Thunderduck Hall into the admissions office so that you know where it is.”

“There’s an admissions sign at the desk, but if you’re walking off the street, you don’t know where to go.”

“It is confusing because you go up one flight of stairs and you’re in another part [in a different building].  I think that’s how a lot of us got lost on our first couple of days.”
· Open house where you meet and connect with professors

· Post course syllabi and teacher profiles and evaluations online prior to enrollment -- “because certain ways of teaching conflict with your personality and you won’t be able to make it in that class.”  

· More information about online services available for registration and other entering student processes 
· A more user-friendly website -- “I found that trying to navigate their web page is like trying to figure out a calculus problem when you have no clue what calculus is.”
· A list of free scholarship programs that are available and their criteria

· Improve advising – less wait time and better quality

Advisors ask, “‘Oh what’s your schedule?  Ok, we’ll schedule you…’ I wish that I had more resources...more of a run through about what you’re going to need for your degree as well as your schedule.”
· Financial aid personal assistance 
“At the financial aid booth, they kind of give you an overview of it, but they don’t, for the most part, sit down with you on a one-on-one basis and go over everything you need for it.  Most of the time they’ll just say, ‘Pick up this pamphlet and read this booklet…’ They don’t tell you what you’re giving them [or] why you’re doing it.  Most of the time if you try to ask them, they’ll say, ‘Why don’t you read it all first and then if there’s [something] you don’t understand…we’ll answer your questions.’”

· More assistance with credit transfer policies  
“If we had…some type of list or booklet…that tells us what courses are going to transfer and where, that would be useful.   But if not, it would be just as fine if during the time we’re setting up classes…tell us what’s going to transfer where we’re planning on transferring to.”

-
New student activities – “To get the students acquainted with the college and kinda with everybody else.  Maybe on the first few days of school… [have] some kind of gathering for the students.”
· Get rid of lecture classes 
· More activities for, and consideration of, evening students

“A lot of things are happening during the day for day-time students, and not much happening at night for the night-time student…like activities, orientations and stuff.  If you come to class at night you miss out on all that.”  “In my lab class, we don’t get to participate in a lot of our labs because they require us to do things out by the ponds, and it’s dark by the time we get to this class…so those are omitted.  We lose out on some things versus the day-time students.”

From staff:

Student services staff were also invited to work in groups and design the ideal entering student experience.  They all agreed that orientation is the key and quickly became engaged in a lively discussion about how to revise orientation and make it more useful to more students:

Mandatory orientation for students to include:
· Group mentors to work with students

· A checklist of things students need to do

· A resource list – “Where is the nurse’s office? Where is the business office? Where is SPAR?  How do I get involved?” 
· A campus tour

· Meet and greet with professors

· Activities for students to meet one another

· Administer a survey mid-way through the semester and again at the end of the semester.  Recognizing that most students drop out during the first term, faculty and staff said they would ask: 
“How are you doing?  How are classes going?  So if there are any hiccups in the road at that point, we can catch them before they feel like they’ve failed.  Right before the end of the semester we’ll catch them again and that survey will be a little bit different because we want to know, of all these things that we did, ‘What worked well for you, what didn’t?’” 

One focus groups participant observed, “I think one of the challenges is we’re trying to do a one-size-fits-all [orientation] and that really doesn’t work with our students.”

Participants had additional suggestions for helping new students start right:
-
Begin in high school – start educating about college – “Go to the high school at college night, start educating the students about what will be expected of them when they come here.” 
-
Create a case management system for advisors to create a relationship with students
“A lot of times we have a case management system by default.  If a student goes on financial aid suspension, then they go through a program where they are given a financial aid suspension advisor to where the student must come in, must see that advisor, can be limited in the number of hours they take.  The data I’m thinking is showing that it is working.  Also, with the early alert system or the students who are on probation, [they] also must see a particular advisor.  Here again, it builds a relationship…and I think we’re seeing that works also.”

How about an orientation for new staff?
“I am [new to Richland].  I haven’t ventured out much past financial aid.  My orientation was in that building, my office is in that building.  That’s where I am.  So, if I were to work the Ask Me table, and someone were to ask me ‘Where’s the science building?  Where’s the computer lab?’  I haven’t a clue.  I didn’t get a campus tour when I came here.  Maybe we need to have something for our new staff members as well to introduce them to the campus and the culture of Richland so that we can be more effective in dealing with students.”   

Advice from faculty:

Faculty in the focus group were also invited to work in groups and design the ideal entering student experience. 

· Help students be college ready on day one – “We’d like for them to know to bring their book, pencils, paper.”

· Help students “get rid of baggage” – “If we could get them to forget the past failures and the humiliations they had and feelings of defeat and really see this as an opportunity to change their life and learn how to excel.”

· Offer student get-togethers – “Creating more social events or more social opportunities for students to meet each other and learn from each other, develop new friendships.”

  -   Email a link to new students (and also have available in areas around the campus) with videos and information about:

- 
SPAR

-
Registration

-
Financial Aid

-
Advising

-
Free tutoring

-
Testing center

-
Scholarships

  
- Help students prepare for assessment tests

-
Handout about what to expect

-
Links to practice tests

Students Offer Advice for Other Students

· “Stay focused.”

· “Study before taking the Accuplacer test.”
· “On your first week, get there as soon as you can, like way before classes.  You don’t want to show up thirty minutes late to your first class.”  

· “If you’re going to go to a college, go to a community college first, do your two years and then transfer.  Don’t put it off.”

· “Be prepared.  Be realistic about what you’re actually able to handle, especially if you’re working or if you have a family to take care of.  You don’t want to waste your time, have to drop classes.”

· “Have some kind of idea of what you want to do.” 
· “Listen to [your] teachers because some teachers might say something that means everything.”

· “Try to work as hard as you can to get your all your classes done.” 

· “Take core classes if you don’t know exactly what you want to do.  And even if you are certain of what you want to do, it’s still better to start out with core classes.” 
· “Make sure all your credits are transferrable.”

· “Make friends.  Otherwise, you’re just going to burn out really quickly.”

· “Take really good notes.”

· “Sit in the front and center of the classroom because it’s so much harder for teachers to pass you by or look you over.”
· “Do it for yourself and not for anyone else.  If you do it for somebody else, you’re doing it for the wrong reasons.”

· “Make sure you ask yourself before you start, ‘Is this what I want to do?  What do I want to do with my life?  Will this help me?’  If the answer is yes to all three, then go to Richland College and…make sure you stick to your goals.”  

Will They Stay or Will They Go?  

From students:

Almost all the students in the focus groups said they are confident that they will stay in school until they finish what they’ve started.  

“Very confident.”

“No question [I will stay].”

“It’s so much fun.  After the class is over, or after the work is done, just the interaction with all the different people, all the different cultures coming together in one place, it’s just kind of like a little party.  After the business is handled, then it’s just fun so I’m very confident I’ll finish and stay.”

“I’m confident because…the reward is at the end.”

“I know I am definitely going to stay.  I have given myself reasons of wanting to get a job, wanting to have a decent paying job that I can support my family on.  That for me is good enough motivation to want to stay and complete what I started.”  

“It’s not the college that is going to make me stay, it’s what the college is going to do for me in the future.   I know what I want to do, and know where I want to go and how to get there and this is how to get there.  It’s more about myself that’s going to make me stay; it’s not about the college, although it’s a great school and I’m having a good time.”

From staff:

Student services staff talked about what they believe are the keys to helping new students start right:

-
Relationships – “If they can build a relationship with just one other person, whether it’s a classmate, an advisor.  That sense of community, even if their motivation is low, if they have a connection with at least one other person on campus, that can boost that motivation quite a bit.”

-
Knowing that someone cares about them – “I think it’s important when students have come back to me and say that, ‘This person cared.’  So, I think the sense that whoever they’re working with actually cares about their welfare, I think that makes an impact on their success also.”

-
Good customer service – “I think so many students are turned off by the customer service that they receive and they don’t come back.  I think that it’s important that our staff practice good customer service.  It’s just like going to a grocery store… ‘Am I going to stay here and put up with this or am I going to go somewhere else?’”  “We talk to students a lot…and those are some of their…complaints…how they’re treated, how they’re talked to.  These are students who need a lot of guidance because they’re non-traditional…we just need to show them that we are concerned about their well-being.”

From faculty:
Faculty in the focus groups talked about what they believe are the keys to helping new students start right:

“I think it’s that one-stop shop concept. Where they go one place and they get everything they need.”  

“I think it’s figuring out how to get students engaged, I think that’s the key, whether they’re doing community service work or being in a club.  I think once they’re engaged, then they stay.”

“Part of the engagement issue…is that connection with the instructor in the first couple of weeks.  You’ve got to know that that person is there to help you and to support you and take some of the fear out of being in college.  Many of them in developmental, particularly, it is key for us to be accessible to them and to show that we are concerned about their success.”

General Observations and Questions to Consider

1. Half of the students in the focus groups indicated that they did not know whether they were eligible for financial aid.  Those students in the focus groups who said they went through the financial aid process reported that it was easier than they expected.  However, Richland’s SENSE survey data show that somewhat fewer entering Richland students received financial aid advising and, of those who did receive financial aid advising, somewhat fewer were satisfied than at other colleges administering the SENSE survey.

Some questions to consider:  How can information about financial aid reach more students who might be eligible to receive it?  How can the college learn more about which groups of students are less likely to apply for financial aid?  How can the college gather more information about the experiences of students who apply for financial assistance?
2. None of the students in the focus groups said they had yet taken advantage of tutoring services.  Richland’s SENSE survey results show that the college’s entering students are somewhat less likely to use face-to-face tutoring than students at other colleges administering the SENSE survey.  In addition, Richland’s entering students who indicate they have met with a tutor indicated a somewhat lower level of satisfaction with that experience than students at other colleges administering the SENSE survey.
Some questions to consider:  Are students receiving the information they need about tutoring services as early in the term as they might need it?  Do available tutors have the skills needed to adequately serve the students who ask for their help? 

3. Students in the focus groups are not clear about all the services available to them to support their learning, nor activities in which they can become involved.  Not all faculty in the focus group – half of whom are adjuncts – are aware of available services or activities.  A new staff member also commented that she is unaware of anything available outside her own area.  Students indicated that there might not be sufficient opportunity to learn what is available to them.  All focus group participants agreed that students benefit from the connections they make to services and through activities.  

Questions to consider: Is an orientation offered for new employees and adjunct faculty?  Are there steps the college can take to help more staff, including new employees and faculty – particularly adjuncts – learn about available support services and student activities so they can connect students to those services and activities that would benefit them? Should the college consider additional ways to connect students to both services and activities?

4. Students, faculty, and staff in the focus groups had very different views about the effectiveness of the Ask Me booths at registration.  While faculty and staff are confident that this is an important service for students, students report that they didn’t get accurate and helpful information from those manning the booth.
Questions to consider:  Is the approach the right one, but preparation for those working in the booth inadequate?  Should the college consider providing additional orientation and training for those manning the booth? Would it be helpful to gather more information from students regarding their needs at registration to determine whether the information available at the booth matches the information students are seeking? 

5. Students, faculty, and staff made many of the same recommendations as to steps the college can take to improve the entering student experience.  Students who identified what worked for them when they started at Richland identified practices that are in keeping with the recommendations.  As we have learned in focus groups at many other colleges, students quickly recognize what helps them be successful and faculty and staff understand what works for students from their own experience.  Faculty and staff in the focus groups indicate that many of the recommendations that both they and students are making – improved and required orientation, improved financial aid advising – are in the planning stages.
Some questions to consider:  If we all know and agree about what works for students, what else needs to happen to make it possible for more of those practices to be put into place?  What additional steps can the college take to put into action agreed upon improvements? 
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