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ABSTRACT
An Examination of the Perceptions of Traditional and Nontraditional Student Engagement at
Northeast State Community College
by

Barbara J. Lowe

The purpose of this study was to examine the relationship between student engagement and
overall satisfaction of traditional and nontraditional students at the community college level at

Northeast State Community College.

Three professors, 2 staff, 2 administrators, 5 traditional students, and 5 nontraditional students
from Northeast State Community College comprised the sample for the study. A descriptive
case study was the qualitative approach used. Data were collected in individual in-depth

interviews with participants.

The findings of this study could provide community college administrators, staff and faculty with
an understanding of traditional and nontraditional students’ engagement and satisfaction and
experiences on campus. This information can assist administrators, staff and faculty in
identifying needs and priorities on campus along with developing learning environments that are
effective for traditional and nontraditional students. Recommendations for future research are

presented.

Results of the research revealed positive overall perceptions of engagement and satisfaction from

students, faculty and administrators. A theme that emerged was the strong focus on student



centered, student focused, educational practices at Northeast State Community College.
Additionally, it was evident that the community college continuously strives to improve their
student support services as well as the academic learning environment to increase student
engagement and satisfaction. Further, the findings revealed a need for more advising on the
importance of utilizing student email and additional modes of communication from student

support services to students and from faculty to students.



DEDICATION

This dissertation is dedicated to my husband Gary and our children: daughter, Caroline
Elizabeth, her husband Specialist Ryan Miklosovic, and our granddaughter, Dawson Ellaouise;
our daughter, Emily Rachel; and our son, First Lieutenant Daniel George Lowe and his wife,
Arika.

To my husband Gary: thank you for always being there for me and supporting me
through the good times as well as the difficult times. It has been a long journey and I am beyond
blessed. You have encouraged me to finish what I started and to be all that I can be spiritually,
personally and professionally. You are and always have been instrumental in everything I have
accomplished.

To my children: I hope you understand that the time I have had to spend away from you
was intended to not only complete this dissertation, but to set an example for each of you. I have
to believe that every minute I sacrificed that time with you will be well worth it in reflecting that
you too can dream your dream and accomplish whatever you set out to achieve in your life. I
want you to know that the writing of this dissertation was something I had to finish to ensure that
I was making an investment in myself for the future. It also proved a point for me in that I have
never started anything, no matter how difficult the task, that I have not finished. I did let life
events get in the way, but I always kept plugging along. But the most important thing that I can
tell you is this, there is nothing, not my work, not this dissertation or anything else in God’s
world that can compare to have being blessed to be your mom. It has and always will be my first
priority and a journey that has made me value God’s plan for my life more than ever. To
Caroline and Ryan: thank you for giving me a place to stay every weekend during your first year

of marriage. You not only waited up on me at night to offer valuable and much needed



conversation to let me unwind, but you were there to encourage and lift me up after some very
long days. To Emily: you have shown me an unconditional love through some very difficult
times, but we have continued to love each other through it. I will always be your biggest
supporter and encourager as you have been mine. You are an overcomer. To Daniel and Arika:
your love and support has meant the world to me. At a critical time your phone conversations
each week asking, "are you working on your dissertation" pushed me through some very
challenging days.

To my granddaughter and my future grandchildren: To Dawson Ellaouise Miklosovic:
you pushed your Granna to set a priority and stick to it because nothing, and I mean absolutely
nothing, was going to be on my mind other than you on the date you are welcomed into this
world. To my future grandchildren: I love you already! And this was as much for you as for
your Granna!

To the special people in my life, my mother, Freeda Davidson, and Judge Eddie and
Carolyn Beckner: To my mother: thank you for encouraging me to value my education, for
believing in my potential, and for loving me unconditionally. You have been a rock in our
family for 90 years and you leave with me such a legacy of love and family; To Judge Eddie and
Carolyn Beckner: thank you for always being there for me. There are not words that can tell
you what it has meant to have you both in my life.

To my dad and grandparents: I wish you were here to share in the joy and
accomplishment of seeing me complete this final leg of my educational journey. You were and
are a big part of who I am today.

There are countless teachers, family, friends, mentors, and others who have touched my

life and the life of our family to allow this journey to happen through their support — thank you!



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Much thanks to my Chair Dr. Virginia Foley for serving as my advocate, mentor and
friend, throughout the latter part of my journey. Thank you to Dr. James Lampley, Dr. Rick
Osborn, and Dr. Pamela Scott, for serving on my doctoral committee and for challenging me
throughout the process. A heartfelt thank you is given to the staff of Dr. Cecilia McIntosh, Dr.
Marie Jones, Dr. Foley, and Ms. Emily Redd, for jump starting me to complete my dissertation
during the first ever ETSU Dissertation Boot Camp. You allowed me the time and space to
research and write, but you also gave me the support to achieve my personal goals. Thank you
to Dr. Catherine Glascock for her contribution in getting me through the proposal process.
Thank you to my editors, Ms. Stephanie Williams Hay, and Ms. Anita Black, for always keeping
me on track. Your comments, suggestions, corrections and formatting skills were invaluable and
beyond reproach. I could not have completed this dissertation without you and your feedback.
Thank you to the students, faculty, staff and administration at Northeast State Community
College for sharing your stories and answering the call to help shape the future lives of students
through lessons learned from your experiences.

Lastly I wish to thank Dr. Pam Goodman, former Vice-President of Student Affairs at
Walters State Community College, for a message from the American Association of State
Colleges and Universities that was prominently displayed on the wall of her office that have
inspired me throughout my career at WSCC.

Students are

. . . the most important people on campus.

... not cold enrollment statistics but flesh and blood human beings with feelings and

emotions like our own.

... not people to be tolerated so we can do our own thing.
They are our thing.



.. . not dependent on us. rather, we are dependent on them.
... not an interruption of our work but the purpose of it.
Without students, there would be no need for this institution.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Page

ABSTRACT ettt ettt ettt et et e se e e beenseeat e bt e e e eseenaeenteeneenneenee 2

DEDICATION ...ttt ettt ettt et sb et st sat et e e s bt e bt et e ebeenaeenee 4

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ..ottt sttt sttt st st 6

OPENING VIGNETTE ..ottt sttt ettt s enean 15
Chapter

1. INTRODUCTION ...ttt ettt ettt ettt et sa et eseesneesseenseeneenseenes 17

Context Setting and History of the ISSUE ........ccccoiiriiiiiiiiiiiieeeceeeeee e 17

History of Community CollE€@es ........ccccuireiiiieiiieeiieeciieeeee et 20

Northeast State Community College ........ccoeeviviiiiieiiiiiiiieiieieeeeee e 21

Current Enrollment Information ............ccoceveiieniiniiiienieneeicecieeeseseeeee 22

Statement of the Problem...........cocooiiiiiiii e 22

Purpose of the StUAY ......ooouiiiiiiiiee e 22

ResSearch QUESTIONS .........uiiiiiiiiii ettt et e et e e e eaaeeas 23

Significance of the STUAY .......ccueiiiiiiiiiiieec et 24

Definition of Terms for this StUAY........ccccveeiiiiiiiiiiee e 25

Delimitation and LImitations .........c.eeiieeiiieniiiiiienieeiteee e 26

Chapter SUMIMATY .......c.ooouiiiiiiiiieieeeeee ettt ettt e be e teeebeebeessbeesaeeasees 27

2. REVIEW OF LITERATURE .....cooiiiiiiiieeeeeee ettt 28

General Context LATETAtUTE .....cc.eeiiiiiiiiiiieiee ettt 28

History of Community COlleges .........ccocieriiiiiiniiieiieiieeie e 28

Community College MiISSIONS .....ccueeeruvieeiiiieeiiiieeiieeeieeesieeeereeesreeesereeensaeeessneens 31

History of Community Colleges in TENNESSEE ........cceevveereerevieeriieeieenireeieeieenns 37



Chapter Page

The Tennessee Board of Regents State University and Community College

N £ 1S) 1 o D OSSP 38
Function and Responsibilities........c.ccccvveeeiiiieeiiiiiiieecee e 39

TBR SChoOl SYStEIMS ....ccuiiiiiiiiiieiiieiieeiteee ettt 40
Northeast State Community COllege ........cccueeeiiiieiiieeiieeee e 40
A Changing AMETICA .......ccueeuierieeiieeiieerieeete et e eteeteeeteeteesreesseesabeeseessseensaesnseenns 43
Themes of the ReSearch...........cocoiiiiiiiiiiiniee e 46
Characteristics of Nontraditional Students ...........coccoeiiiiiiiiiiiiiiniiniceieee 46
Characteristics of Traditional Students...........cccoeceevviieriieiienieeeeie e 51
Nontraditional vs. Traditional...........ccccoiiiiiiiiiii e 52
Student ENrollment ..........ooouiiiiiiiiieeee et 55
Student ENagement ..........cc.ooviiiiiiiiiiiiieie ettt 58
Benefits of Student Engagement for Nontraditional Students...........c..ccccveevveeennenn. 62
Instrument for ThiS STUAY ......eeeiiiiieiii e 65
STUACNE SUCCESS ...ttt ettt ettt et be e bt e beesateenbeeeas 67
Barriers to Persistence and Student Engagement.............cccceeevieiiiieeiie e 70
Situational BaITIETS ......cccueviiriieiirieieeiericeicee ettt 70
Dispositional BaITIETS ........c..eeeiiiiieiiieeiiieeiie et eee e e e 71
InStitutional BATTIETS ......cccuevuiiriiiiiiieieeiecteiee e 72
Oher BArTICTS. ....eouviiiiiieiieriteie ettt st 73
CRhapter SUMMATY .....cccveieeiieeiiie ettt e et e e st e e staeeesseeessaeeessseeesseeensseeas 74
3. RESEARCH METHODS ..ottt s 75
INEOAUCTION ..ttt et sttt e 75
QuAlitative PErSPECLIVE ......viieeiiieiiieeciee ettt ettt et e et e e e esaeeeaaee s 75
Research QUESTIONS ........eieiuiiieiiie ettt ettt et e et et e e et e e aeeesaseeeenreeas 77
Researcher’s ROLE ......couooiiiiiiii e e 77



Chapter Page

Selection Of PartiCIPants .........c.ceecueeriieriieeiiienie et ettt ettt e eneeas 78
Data Collection Methods .........ccuiiiiiiiiiiiiiiee e 78
Data Analysis MethOdS.........ccocuiiiiiiiiieiiieeieeee e e e 79
Trustworthiness and Credibility..........cocieiiiiiiiiiiiinii e 82
Ethical Considerations ............cooiiiiiiiiiiiieee et 85
Chapter SUMIMATY .......coooiiiiiiiieeie ettt ettt ebeebeessbeesaeenseas 85
4. ANALYSIS OF DATA ..ottt sttt s 87
Faculty, Staff, and Administrators DesCriptions.........c.cceccvveeevieeiieeeciieeeee e e 87
Professors and AdminiStrator A ..........cocevieiiirenieneeeeeeeeee e 88
Interview QUESTION 1 ......ooiiiiiiiiceeie ettt 88
INterview QUESTION 2......uviiiiiiiiie ettt e ettt e et e e e ata e e e e areeeeeanreaeeas 89
Interview QUESHION 3 ......ooiiiiiiiieeeiie ettt et e e ab e eaaeeennas 90
INterview QUESTION 4 .......oiiiiiiiiiiieeeeee ettt e e e e ate e e e are e e e earaeaeeas 90
Interview QUESTION S......oiiiiiiiciieieiee ettt et eear e e e e 91
INterview QUESTION O.......veiiiiiiiiiieeiieee et eeee e et e e e e e eare e e e eaneeaeeas 92
INterview QUESTION 7..c.uviiiiieiiie ettt e et e e ctte e e e are e e e eaaaeaeeas 92
Interview QUESHION 8.......ocouiiiiiiiieiie ettt e eear e ear e e e 93
Interview QUESTION O.......oiiiiiiiiiiceeee e e e 94
Interview QUESHION 10.......ccuiiiiiiiieiiiecie e 94
Interview QUESHION 11 ......coiiiiiiiiiiiieeie e e et 95
Staff and Administrator B.........oooooiiii e 96
Interview QUESTION ©......uiiiiiiiciiiieiiie ettt e e e e 96
INterview QUESTION 2......uviiiiiiiiieceeieee ettt e ettt e et e e e eate e e e areeeeeanaeaeens 97
Interview QUESTION 3 ......oiiiiiiii e e e et e eaaae e 97
Interview QUESTION 4 ........cccviiiiiieeeiie ettt e ere e e eae e e eabe e eareeennas 98
INterview QUESTION S......uviii it et e e are e e e eaareeeean 98



Chapter Page

INterview QUESTION O.......cccviiieiieieiie ettt et e et e e e ve e e eve e e eabeeeasee e 99
INterview QUESTION 7..c.uviiiiiiiiiie ettt e et e e e ate e e e eare e e e eanaeaeeas 99
Interview QUESTION 8........oiiiiiiiiiieeiiie e et e e e et e e e eaareaeean 100
Interview QUESTION ......oeiiiiiiiciieecee e e 100
Traditional and Nontraditional Students Descriptions..........c.ccceeevveeeviveeecieeenieeennennn 101
Interview Question 1: Personal Information .............ccoeceevieiiieniieniiienienieeees 101
Traditional StUAENLS ...c..eeuvireieriiiieiieieee e 101
Nontraditional StUAENtS ...........cooiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeee e 102
INterview QUESTION 2.......oeiiuiieeiieeeiie ettt ettt e et re e e eere e e eaae e e eabeeenseeennas 104
Traditional StUdents..........coouiiiiiiiiiii e 104
Nontraditional StUdEnts ...........cooieiiiiiiiiiiie e 104
Interview QUESTION 3.......oiiiiiiciieeeiee ettt e et eave e e eabe e e areeennas 105
Traditional StUdEntsS..........cooouiiiiiiiiiie e 105
Nontraditional StUdENts ..........coceeviriiiriiriiieniee e 106
INterview QUESTION 4.......oiiiiiiiiiieeeceeee et e e e e ate e e et e e e eaaaeaeean 106
Traditional StUdents..........coouiiiiiiiiiiiie e 106
Nontraditional StUdENtS ..........coceeviriiiiiiiiieiee e 107
INterview QUESTION S......uuiiiiiiiii ettt e e e e e are e e e eaareeeean 107
Traditional StUAENLS ...c..eeuvireieriiiieiie e 108
Nontraditional StUdENtS ..........coceeririiriiiiiieieee e 108
INterview QUESTION O.......oviiiiiiiiieeeiieee ettt e et e e et e e e eare e e e earaeaeean 109
Traditional StUAENLS ......eeviriieriiiieiieiee e 109
Nontraditional StUAENnts ...........cooiiiiiiiiiiiiiie e 109
INterview QUESTION 7..c..eviiiiiiiiie ettt e e ta e e e eare e e e eanaeaeeas 110
Traditional StUAENLS ...c..eeviriieriiiiecieee e 110
Nontraditional StUAENnts ...........cooiiiiiiiiiiiiiie e 111



Chapter

Interview QUESTION 8.......oooviiiiiiiieiie ettt ear e e areeennas
Traditional STUAENLS .......cocviieeiieeieeeeeeee et e e e s
Nontraditional STUAENES .........coeeviiiiiiieiiie e e

Interview QUESTION ......oiiiiiiiciieeeee e e eaeas
Traditional STUAENLS .......cecviieeiieeieeeee e e e eeaee s
Nontraditional StUdEnts ............ceoieriiiiieiiieiiee e

Interview QUESHION 10.......cc.eiiiiiiiiiiiiiecie e
Traditional STUAENLS .......cocviieeiieeieeeee et eeeaee s
Nontraditional StUdEnts ............ccoieriiiiieiiieiiee e

Interview QUESTION 11 .......oooiiiiiiiiiiie e e
Traditional STUAENLS .......cccveieeiieeiee e e e
Nontraditional StUdEnts ..........c.cocieriiiiieniieiee e

Interview QUESTION 12 ......ooiiiiiiiiieiiie et e et e e eaaae e
Traditional StUENtS..........ceocviiiiiiiiiieeeee e
Nontraditional STUAENES .........coeeviiiiiiieiiie e

Interview QUESLION 13 .. ....ooiiiiiiiiiie e
Traditional StUENtS..........ceocviiiiiiiiieieeeee e
Nontraditional STUAENES .........coeeviiiiiiieiiie e

Interview QUESHION 14 .......ccviiiiiiiieiieeeiee e et ear e et e s
Traditional StUENtS..........coocviiiiiiiiiiiet e
Nontraditional STUAENES .........ceeeviiiiiiiiiiie e e

Interview QUESHION 15 .. ..cciuiiiiiieiciieecee et e
Traditional STUAENLS .......cccviieeiieeiee et e e
Nontraditional STUAENES .........coeeviiiiiiieiiie e

Interview QUESHION 16.......cc.uiiiiieieiiieeeiie et e e e s

TTaditioNal STUAENES ...cooeeeeee et e e e e e eeeaeeeeaaees



Chapter Page

Nontraditional StUdENtS ..........ccceeveriiiriiiiiieniee e 124
Interview QUESTION 17 ......oiiiiiiiiieeiie ettt 125
Traditional StUdEnts..........ccoouiiiiiiiiii e 125
Nontraditional StUdEnts ..........coceeviriiiiiiiiieneee e 125
Interview QUESLION 18 ........cocoiuiiiiiiiiie et 126
Traditional StUAENLS ......eeuvireieriiiieiieeee e 126
Nontraditional StUdENtS ..........coceeviriiriiiiiieee e 126
Interview QUEStION 19........oooiiiiiiiie e 127
Traditional StUAENLS ......eeviriieriiiieiieiee e 127
Nontraditional StUAENnts ...........cooiiiiiiiiiiiiiie e 127
Interview QUESTION 20 ........ccoiiiiiiieiiiee ettt e et etre e e e eaae e 128
Traditional StUAENLS ......eeuvirieriiiieiiece e 128
Nontraditional StUAENtS ...........cooiiiiiiiiiiiiie e 128
Chapter SUMIMATY .......cooouiiiiiiiieeie ettt sttt e e teeebeebeeesbeesaeenseas 128
5. SUMMARY OF FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS ...... 130
INEEOAUCTION ...ttt ettt e 130
Summary of FINAINGS ....c.ooviiiiiiiiieiiecieeiee ettt e 131
Research QUeStion 1 ........ooooiiiiiiiiiie et 131
Research QUESTION 2 .......oooviiiiiiiicie et e s 131
Research QUESHION 3 .......oooiiiiiiieccee et 132
Research QUESTION 4 ........oooiiiiiieeeee e e 134
Research QUESHION 5 ......oooiviiiiiieccee e e e 134
Research QUESTION 6 .........oooouiiiiiiiiiie e e 135
TREIMIES ...ttt et e st e e sttt e et e bt e et enee 136
CONCIUSIONS ...ttt ettt ettt sttt et sbe e bt et esb e e bt eatesaeenaeeaee 137
Recommendations for PractiCe ...........cooviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinieeeceeeecee e 140



Chapter Page

Recommendations for Future Research..........ccccooeiiiiiiiiniiiiiiiniicecee 140

SUIMIMATY ...ttt e ettt e e e sttt e e e et e e e e easbeeeeennsbeeeesnsbeeeesnnseeeeann 141
REFERENCES ... .ottt ettt et sttt et e et e e s seeaeeneeeneenaeenes 143
APPENDICES ...ttt sttt ettt et et b et sttt 158
Appendix A: Student Research Study FIyer ........ccccoooiieiiieiiiiiiieeeeee e 158
Appendix B: Informed Consent FOrm ...........cocceiiiiiniiiiiiiiiiiieeeeee e 159
Appendix C: Three Letters of Permission to Conduct Research ............ccccoceeieiee 163
Appendix D: Student Interview Protocol............cccceevviiieiiieeriieceeceeee e 166

VITA

Appendix E: Student Support Service Staff and Administrator’s Interview Guide.. 169

Appendix F: Faculty Interview QUESLIONS .........cccvvieiiieeriieeiiieeeeeeieeeeieeesveeeevees 170
Appendix G: Guide to Campus RESOUICES ........ccccviriiiieeiiieeiiieeiiee e eeieeeevee e 171
213

14



OPENING VIGNETTE

The decision to review traditional versus nontraditional postsecondary education was
based on my personal experience. I have attended college as both a traditional and nontraditional
student and I was both a fairly young nontraditional student and an older nontraditional student. I
attended Walters State Community College for one year after high school, left to join the
military, returned home to again attend Walters State, and received my associate’s degree in
1981. I attended East Tennessee State University and graduated with my Bachelor’s Degree in
1983 before going on to the University of Tennessee to complete my Master’s degree in 1985.
Between receiving my master’s degree and beginning my doctoral work, I was out of school for
21 years. Currently I am an employee of Walters State Community College in the position of
Assistant Director of Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) Youth Services
through the Center of Workforce Development. In this position, I work with Career Specialists
to assist them in advising and counseling traditional and nontraditional students to be successful
in their postsecondary education, training and careers.

Both my love of learning and my position at a community college initiated my decision
to pursue a doctoral degree in education. I did not realize the challenges that I would encounter
after a 21-year absence. Marriage to a police officer working varied shifts, holding a job of my
own, financial concerns, aging parents, family crises, and raising three children encountering
their own major life events — high school and college graduations, weddings, moving away from
home, and one with serious health issues — all contributed to a difficult return to academia.
Completing my dissertation was a priority for me, but my family was and will always be the
most important thing in my life, taking precedent without fail. I spent years trying to balance

those school, work, and personal responsibilities on top of dealing with rusty focus,

15



concentration, and writing skills which all combined to make completing my doctoral
dissertation a huge challenge.

My own struggles with being a nontraditional student piqued my interest in student
engagement and the overall satisfaction of traditional and nontraditional students returning to
college. This was the first time in my life that I had begun something related to school, work,
personal life, or my college experience that I was in danger of not following through to the very
end. Knowing that I was so close to achieving my doctorate yet unable to spend the time and
attention required to make it happen lingered constantly in my mind for the past 5 years. All but
dissertation (A.B.D.) became my mantra as I finally fell into position to resume progress toward
completion. I wanted to know what pushed an individual to complete a degree, whether or not
there were huge obstacles standing in his or her way. Are there significant differences between
traditional and nontraditional students when it comes to student engagement? Why is a
traditional student participating in campus activities and staying involved and graduating? What
are the obstacles for traditional students, if any, that get in the way of completing their college
education? Why do nontraditional students stop or drop out? These questions began to frame
the research encompassed in this study. This qualitative study focused on an examination of the
perceptions of traditional and nontraditional student engagement at Northeast State Community

College.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Context Setting and History of the Issue

In 1991, J. W. Gilley stated:

Despite serious problems and impending changes precipitated by the challenges of a new
century, American colleges and universities represent an accumulated resource
unparalleled in the world, an extremely valuable asset in the national quest for economic

excellence. (p. 132)

Unfortunately, since that time, higher education institutions’ resources and rates of
student success have both declined, largely due to the fluctuating economic state of the nation
and the American people. The United States, once the pinnacle of high college graduation rates
and a thriving educational system, is no longer considered a global leader in college completion
and degree attainment (ACSFA, 2012). Postsecondary graduation rates for students in the
United States have declined and seemed to flat-line at about 40%, according to the Organization
for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) in their 2011 Education at a Glance report,
causing the nation to be ranked much lower now than it has been in the past in the number of
adults ages 25 to 34 with college degrees (de Vise, 2011).

Furthermore, for 24 - 34-year-olds in America, the rate of attainment of their bachelor’s
degrees is lower currently than for 35 - 44-year-olds, which is a reversal of past numbers
according to the 2010 report State of Metropolitan America (Berube et al., 2010). In contrast,
several other developed nations around the world are maintaining college graduation rates that

are continuously climbing (de Vise, 2011). If these trends in global college completion rates
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continue, then consequently, so will the imbalance of global income distribution and
competitiveness (ACSFA, 2012). Desai (2012) stated that as a whole, the system of higher
education is charged with not only providing individuals with postsecondary education, but
preparing students for employment and creating an informed population of knowledgeable
citizens.

With the high priorities of accessibility and persistence in postsecondary education,
Congress reauthorized the Advisory Committee in 2008 and mandated that it provide yearly
reports through 2014 per the Higher Education Opportunity Act of 2008 (P.L. 110-315 sec. 135).
In accordance with that act, data on the sufficiency of grant aid must be included in the annual
reports, along with the enrollment numbers and graduation rates of low to moderate-income
college students (ACSFA, 2012). The focus on higher education was amplified in 2009, when
President Obama proposed his own plan to increase college graduation rates and made a
commitment to America’s youth, announcing that from the combined efforts of the Advisory
Committee and the funds arranged in his 10-year plan, the United States would persevere and
again have greater numbers of college graduates than any other country in the world (ACSFA,
2012).

The Advisory Committee compiled information on the availability of educational access
and endurance required by college students today, hoping to encompass the great list of tasks and
barriers that would be encountered prior to achieving President Obama’s goal. The Committee
reported on traditional and nontraditional students in their third annual report, in relation to their
respective issues and demands (ACSFA, 2012).

In regard to traditional students, the report claimed that due to the economic status of

many students’ families, fewer high school graduates are enrolling in four-year colleges than in
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the past. The shift toward community colleges is relevant because according to past studies, the
institution that students begin their postsecondary education in often predicts their amount of
determination and success throughout their college career. Students that begin and end at 4-year
institutions are historically more likely to attain their degree in the allotted time that those that
begin at community colleges (Bound, Lovenheim, & Turner, 2007). The results from the
Committee’s 2010 report, The Rising Price of Inequality (RPI), estimated that over 3 million
potential bachelor’s degrees were not attained between the years 2000 to 2009 as a direct
consequence of familial financial situations (ACSFA, 2012).

The RPI (2010) also reported on data pertaining specifically to the nontraditional student
population. A major instigator of part-time and delayed enrollment are monetary complications,
thus students graduating high school and facing financial barriers form the foundation of
nontraditional students (ACSFA, 2012). It is imperative to acknowledge that an increasing
number of college attendees are now nontraditional students who are less likely to continue or
complete degree programs than traditional students in order to understand the changing needs of
the postsecondary system and students. According to analyses by the National Center for
Education Statistics (NCES) in 1996 54% of traditional undergraduates attained a bachelor’s
degree within five years and only 16% dropped out of school in the first year of college, while
not more than 31% of nontraditional students achieved college completion and as much as 38%
dropped out in their first year (Horn & Carroll, 1996). By 2014, those percentages had not
changed much with only a 1% increase in graduation rates for traditional students and
approximately the same for nontraditional students, though due to the complex guidelines for
what classifies a student as nontraditional, that number is not as clear (OECD, 2014). The rates

of traditional and nontraditional students’ degree attainment combined makes up the national
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college completion rate of 40%. With such declining degree completion rates, both current and
projected, the Advisory Committee that was charged by Congress to report on higher education
issues dedicated their narrative to covering nontraditional students’ barriers and challenges to

success based on findings in RPI (ACSFA, 2012).

History of Community Colleges

Community college beckons to many of America’s poor as a path to a better life through
education. Accessible postsecondary education is perceived as an opportunity to reach for their
personal American dream (Rhoads & Valadez, 1996). Current and past research tells us that due
to the economy, many students will be attending community colleges (NCES, 2013). It also tells
us that the number of nontraditional students is increasing rapidly while graduation rates are
declining (Kasworm, 2003). Further, studies have shown that a student who is engaged, or
involved, in campus activities is more apt to persist to graduation (Astin, 1984). This study
explored which activities keep nontraditional and traditional students engaged so that they reach
graduation and identified the differences in engagement between those populations. In
particular, it explored the activities that Northeast State Community College provides that

encourage or discourage student engagement.

Northeast State Community College

This study is based on data and personal interviews gathered from Northeast State
Community College, (NeSCC). NeSCC is a comprehensive 2-year community college in
northeast Tennessee and was founded in 1966 to serve college students in the Tri-Cities area of

the state. The institution was originally named Tri-Cities State Area Vocational-Technical
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School, guided by the State Board for Vocational Education. Over the past five decades, the
school’s mission and available programs have changed and expanded to meet the growing needs
of students in that area and on July 1, 1983 its control was passed to the Tennessee State Board
of Regents and joined the State University and Community College System of Tennessee. On
July 1, 2009, the college’s name was changed to Northeast State Community College to support
the wide and varied range of services provided by the institution. NeSCC currently offers
programs created for students to easily transfer to a four-year institution with university parallel
courses, vocational programs for students entering the workforce after graduation, and

community service and continued education curriculum (NeSCC, 2015).

Current Enrollment Information

NCES forecasted a 21% increase in enrollment for students ages 25 to 34 and a 16%
increase in students ages 35 and older between 2009 and 2020 (NCES, 2002). Increased adult
participation in secondary education seems to be due to the increasing importance of a college
education in the view of today’s society, along with the relationship between a college degree
and employment, stability, wealth, and opportunities (Kasworm, 2003). College credentials are
viewed as a sign of excellence in particular skills and dedication to a field of interest, traits
valued more and more by society and employers (Maehl, 2004). Adult learners reportedly
choose to enter community college more often than a 4-year institution because community
colleges are often more affordable, closer to home, comfortable, and more supportive of
nontraditional student entry. Students enrolling in 2-year institutions also claimed to view the
schools as an avenue of academic progression to help prepare them for transferring to a 4-year

college later on (Kasworm, 2003).
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Statement of the Problem

While enrollment in community colleges continues to rise, so do dropout rates, more so
for nontraditional students than traditional students (Weissmann, 2014). Consequently,
graduation rates have dropped. Over half of community college students seem to fit into the
nontraditional category, yet the institutions historically cater only to traditional students, a likely
contributor to low levels of persistence and attainment for nontraditional students. The difficulty
of engaging adult learners in ways that would surely lead to their success has, legitimately,
hindered the level of engagement that nontraditional students report having in their college
experience (Astin, 1984). America’s community college education system was not designed to
support the level of nontraditional students in attendance today and student success rates seem to
be proving it (Weissmann, 2014). Macdonald and Stratta (1998) found that increased
accessibility and a change in the college culture were needed to benefit all students in higher
education. Research is needed to evaluate and compare the causes of low college attainment for
nontraditional students and the services and engagement efforts that both traditional and
nontraditional learners receive at community colleges as it becomes increasingly evident that

change is needed in the supports offered by the United States’ postsecondary institutions.

Purpose of the Study

In 2001, Aslanian declared that in order to effectively serve the millions of adults
entering undergraduate programs each year, institutions must try to understand how an adults’
busy life schedules amplify their need for learning. The purpose of the study is to examine the
relationship between student engagement and overall satisfaction of traditional and

nontraditional students at the community college level at Northeast State Community College.
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Research in this area is scarce and with the growing number of nontraditional students, this is an
area that needs examination. This study focused on traditional and nontraditional students and

the degree to which they participate or are involved in community college campus activity.

Research Questions

The research questions for this study are:

1. What are the specific student support service programs and offerings for traditional
and nontraditional students at Northeast State Community College?

2. What is the relationship between engagement and success at Northeast State
Community College?

3. What strategies does Northeast State Community College employ in order to increase
or enhance student engagement among traditional and nontraditional students on
campus?

4. What are the perceptions of faculty members and administrators, whether talking
about traditional or nontraditional students, regarding engagement and success at
Northeast State Community College?

5. What is the definition of a supportive campus environment? What role does it play in
the success of traditional and nontraditional students at Northeast State Community
College?

6. What are the differences in traditional and nontraditional students’ overall satisfaction

with Northeast State Community College?
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Significance of the Study

The findings of this study will be advantageous in offering community college
administrators with a sounder understanding of nontraditional students’ engagement, satisfaction,
and experiences on campus. This in turn will help administrators with making improvements
and setting priorities in needed areas. Research on theories of student engagement can be used
by institutions to assist in developing more effective learning environments for both traditional
and nontraditional students (Astin, 1984). This study provides insight on traditional and
nontraditional students and their engagement in the community college experience. This will put
a spotlight on programs or activities that could or do help these students to be successful at
Northeast State Community College.

This study also has significance to nontraditional students. Findings from this study may
illuminate ways for nontraditional students to help themselves succeed in college by being
informed of what barriers they face and how to seek help from their institutions in overcoming
those challenges. Since programs and services available to nontraditional students and their
effectiveness were reviewed in this report, students could base their decision to pursue assistance
in certain departments or not based on these results, depending on what applies to the individual
learner.

Essentially, this study could have significance to the entire nation by way of eventually
improving economic status as more college students graduate with degrees and begin fruitful
professions. Increased numbers of not only college graduates but successful adults will improve
the United States’ reputation as a leader in education once more if findings from this study and
others like it are taken to heart by students and community colleges in an effort to improve

nontraditional students’ success. Expanding quality education opportunities for nontraditional
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students will allow for more US citizens to reach their full potential to serve the nation and “the
greater good,” (ACSFA, 2012, p.79). If the specific issues of nontraditional students are
addressed more consistently by institutions, it would mean ascending college completion and

degree attainment rates nationally and progressing toward President Obama’s goal.

Definition of Terms for this Study

Nontraditional student — a student in college at age 25 years or older with accompanying other
factors that traditional students are not concerned with, such as being financially
independent, having delayed college entry, being enrolled part-time, having a full-time
job, and having families of their own. Students can have any or all of these
characteristics in order to be considered nontraditional (NCES, 2002). The term adult
learner can be used interchangeably with nontraditional student for the purposes of this
study.

Postsecondary — refers to education that takes place after secondary education. In other words,
college, vocational school, or tertiary education (Putnam, 1981).

Student engagement — engagement or involvement that has to do with the time and the physical

energy that students devote to educationally sound activities inside and outside of the
classroom and the policies and practices that institutions use to induce students to take
part in these activities (Kuh, 2009).

Successful — graduating with an associate’s degree (Nitecki, 2011).

Tennesee Board of Regents (TBR) — the governing body of higher education systems in

Tennessee (TBR Online, n.d.).
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Traditional student — an undergraduate student 18 to 24 years of age who is entering college

directly after finishing high school and has characteristics that coincide with other

students the same age (NCES, 2002).

Delimitation and Limitations

While there is sizeable amount of information documenting student engagement in
general, research documenting the nontraditional students’ engagement on a community college
campus is scarce, as is research regarding nontraditional students altogether (ACSFA, 2012).
This study was limited because there is much more relevant research available on traditional and
nontraditional learners at 4-year colleges. The study was delimited to a small sample of second-
year students at one community college, Northeast State Community College, divided into two
groups, traditional and nontraditional. It is assumed that those students who participated in the
study did so voluntarily and without coercion. It was further assumed that participants were
honest in their responses. It was also assumed that the sampling of students is fairly
representative of the traditional and nontraditional student population at the community college.

Because I have been a nontraditional student, there may be some research bias, but I take
the necessary steps to not allow that to interfere with my research. I further acknowledge that I
work at another local community college, but I put forth every effort to listen to each student
with an open mind, looking to improve all services to both traditional and nontraditional

students.
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Chapter Summary

Community colleges began as an extension of high schools to assist those students who
were not academically capable of beginning college at a four-year institution. However, they
quickly evolved into multi-purpose institutions that could provide vocational and remedial
training as well as their original goals, serving not only traditional students but nontraditional
students, a population that emerged largely from the greater accessibility and availability of
community college education. The purpose of this study was to investigate nontraditional vs.
traditional students at Northeast State Community College in the State of Tennessee to determine
their engagement and success at a community college. This study provides educators with an
awareness of how well the institution is meeting the needs of traditional and nontraditional
students. This study is related to the goals of the institution and students, factors related to
student engagement and student success, and is potentially beneficial to the institution in
assessing its services provided to traditional and nontraditional students, and to the students in
assessing available services that they may need to explore. It also involves student, faculty, and

administration feedback.
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CHAPTER 2

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

General Context Literature

History of Community Colleges

In 2014, Cohen, Brawer, and Kisker reported that community colleges in America arose
in the early 20" Century due predominately to social forces and needs at the time. Industries
required trained workers to operate their rapidly expanding factories and other jobs, and more
accessibility of higher education to achieve social equality was at the forefront of the driving
forces in educational leadership. During that time children began staying in adolescence, and
therefore their mothers’ care, for longer periods of time and also contributed to the demand for
postsecondary education that was less specific that 4-year universities.

Two federal acts provided the funding that allowed the schools to be created, the Morrill
Acts of 1862 and 1890. Higher education was greatly changed after the Morrill Act of 1862,
which provided federal lands as grants to every state for the purpose of building public
institutions on those lands that would teach skills related to classical studies, agriculture,
mechanics, and military tactics to the working class. This act allowed students to attend college
that had never had the opportunity to do so before, along with providing material to be taught
that was nonexistent previously in higher education. In 1890, a second Morrill Act was put into
place that expanded on the subjects that could be taught at such schools, referred to as land-grant
schools. Later the act established qualifications for states funding and requited that
discrimination in admitting students based on race would not be permitted at land-grant schools

(U.S. General Accounting Office, 1995). Today’s foundation for federal aid in the field of
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higher education is based mostly on the Morrill Acts. From the early land-grant institutions,
society’s needs and the continual increase in the value and interest in higher education
throughout the country has caused the community colleges to grow and evolve (Baker, Dudziak,
& Tyler, 1994). As time progressed and more community colleges were established the schools
were also relied on to assist students with any social or personal problems as educational
responsibility shifted from families to institutions (Cohen & Brawer, 2008).

There were several individuals who influenced the evolution of community colleges in
the 19th and early 20th Centuries. Henry P. Tappan, William Watts Folwell, David Starr Jordan,
Alexis Lange, and William Rainey Harper are regarded as leaders in the history of American
education and all had a hand in redeveloping the structure of educational institutions. All were
either presidents or deans of their respective universities and studied aspects of higher education
that were successful in Europe and attempted implementing similar practices in American
community colleges (Diener, 1986).

Though Tappan and Folwell both had ideas for what would later become community
colleges, Harper was the first person to obtain the funds that would allow for those ideas to be
put to action. He divided the University of Chicago’s courses into upper and lower departments
according to how basic or specific the classes were and coined the term “junior colleges.”
Harper went so far as to plan the spread of junior colleges across America, but other educational
and government leaders were needed to help implement the creation of successful institutions
(Witt, Wattenbarger, Gollattscheck, & Suppiger, 1994).

Jordan was a good friend of Harper’s and the president of Stanford University. The two
men agreed on the usefulness of limiting the curriculum of smaller colleges to the first two years,

in favor of the belief that university education should properly begin at the start of junior year
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(Ratcliff, 1987). Harper advocated that weaker universities in existence discontinue the junior
and senior years and become junior colleges (Witt et al., 1994). Lange, once the Dean of the
University of California at Berkeley, was also an advocate for the development of junior colleges
in California and pushed for the institutions to offer technical subjects (Diener, 1986).

Harper’s influence in Joliet, Illinois was important to public community colleges and still stands
today. He successfully ensured that two years were added to the high school program there in
1901, making Joliet Junior College the oldest existing public junior college. Harper is
recognized by many as the founder of junior colleges in America. Modern community colleges
are different from Harper’s visualization, but he is an important figure in the history of higher
education (Beach, 2011).

California passed legislation in 1907 that allowed high schools to offer college courses as
an extension past secondary education (Tollefson, 2009). This legislation authorized the
development of local junior colleges, but provided no funding. In 1917, California passed
legislation, the Ballard Act, to provide state and county funding for junior college students, just
as it did for high school students. State financial support was authorized by this act in areas with
existing taxable property of at least $3,000,000 (Tollefson, 2009; Witt et al., 1994). In 1921,
independent junior college districts with their own boards, budgets, and operating procedures
were developed in accordance with California legislature. The first two years of junior college
could now be equated with the first two years of university work and local control was possible.
This legislation extended public education past the 12 grade to the 13th and 14th years, making
higher education attainable in most communities. California became a national model for the

creation and development of other public junior colleges (Diener, 1986).
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Junior colleges, as community colleges were known in the early years, allowed students to obtain
affordable postsecondary education that would later allow them an avenue to transfer to a 4-year
university (Bailey & Averianova, 1999). Junior colleges soon grew and expanded throughout
the country, and many community colleges were built to serve a group of students who might

otherwise have been unable to attend college at all.

Community College Missions

Dougherty and Bakia (1999) stated that many students were not yet prepared or
academically ready to attend 4-year colleges directly after high school commencement.
Community colleges served as further scholastic training for underprepared students to assist
them in moving on to higher education at institutions by helping them conquer financial,
locational, and personal challenges. During the last half of the 20" Century, public community
colleges began offering associate degrees connected to available employment opportunities and
other degrees that were transferable to 4-year colleges. Mission statements detailed extending
educational offerings to include further geographical and financial access, mental and physical
handicap assistance, and centers for workforce development to serve a larger population of
prospective students (Tollefson, Garrett, Ingram, & Associates, 1999). Community colleges
were also the only places that continued to offer remedial education services, a necessary
function of postsecondary institutions due to the increasing amount of students entering college
who lacked basic academic skills (Cohen & Brawer, 1996). The number of community college
enrollees needing remedial classes ranged from 25-78% in the early 1990s (Grubb & Kalman,
1994). The needs of the labor market, the community, and the students’ educational goals

demanded flexibility in the development of the community college system as it progressed
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(Levinson, 2005). Levin (2007) found that community colleges often serve people with
diagnosed and undiagnosed learning disabilities or limited English proficiency that never
received the help they needed in high school which lead to a lack of high school diploma or
delayed enrollment.

More community colleges were built and gained recognition throughout the 20" Century
and the services offered continued to change. Buchman and DiPrete (2006) noted an increase in
individuals attending college after World War II due to the GI Bill of Rights. Congress passed
the GI Bill of Rights, also titled the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act, in 1944. The GI Bill was
basically a scholarship for veterans and provided financial access to higher education for many
Americans. This bill broke through many social and financial barriers, further disregarding a
history of only academically gifted and wealthy students being able to attend college (Baker et
al., 1994). The GI Bill also introduced direct student aid and made a huge impact on community
college attendance due to improved availability of financial aid (Beach, 2011). Forest and
Kinser (2002) stated that as a result, over two million aspiring students enrolled in postsecondary
education in the 1940s and 1950s, and approximately five million people enrolled in non-degree
programs (Levinson, 2005).

At the end of World War II, the Truman Commission proclaimed that for America to be
successful, the barriers to higher education for the common people must be overcome. The
Commission then sought to establish a network of community colleges all over the U.S. in order
to reach as many prospective students as possible. These community colleges would offer not
only general and technical education, but programs for public service and recreation to fill

community needs as well (Witt et al., 1994).
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From there, the development of community colleges was motivated by the nation’s
economy expanding overseas, increasing immigration into the country, and the reshaping of the
labor market, in addition to the widening gap between socioeconomic classes (Levinson, 2005;
Ratcliff, 1994). From 1945 to the 1970s, there were three times as many community colleges in
the U.S. as there had been before WWII (Cohen & Brawer, 2003).

Veterans, the Truman Commission, and the growing needs of industry brought
community colleges to the forefront of focus in higher education as they began offering
unprecedented services to the community. A strong leader in education to address the new roles
of community colleges was needed. The American Association of Junior Colleges looked to
Bogue, former president of Green Mountain Junior College in Vermont, to articulate the
development of modern community colleges. In 1950, Bogue addressed community colleges as
comprehensive institutions that were replacing junior colleges (Beach, 2011). Bogue was also an
advocate for the schools to offer community service (Baker et al., 1994).

In the 1960s, the U.S. was showing rapid growth at community colleges, which was only
furthered by the Higher Education Act of 1965. This act provided work-study programs, student
loans, and grant opportunities, causing enrollment numbers to soar (Dubrow, 2002). A shift
slowly took place in the workforce from wanting employees with skills to wanting employees
with college degrees in their skills, sending more and more adults to community colleges
(Blustein, 2006). Another factor increasing enrollment was immigration, which increased
significantly in the early 1990s, with millions of immigrants seeking education and work
opportunities (Levinson, 2005). Day and Bauman (2000) stated that many researchers attributed
minority education to an increase in quality of America’s labor, economic strength, and global

competitiveness. They suggested that U.S. community colleges must continue to educate as
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many students as possible, keeping in mind the incoming amount of immigrants and the level of
diversity in America in order to be successful (Day & Bauman, 2000).

As community colleges grew, so did their missions. Ultimately, their missions had to
change and broaden in order to provide programs that would adapt to businesses, community,
and the changing needs of students (Bailey & Morest, 2003). Besides accommodating the times,
the change in purpose for community colleges meant a nationwide shift to more comprehensive
missions, meaning that the institutions would focus on many trades and educational paths instead
of training their students in just a few specific fields (Desai, 2012).

Therefore, according to Desai (2012), community colleges must perform four main
functions to fit their varied student populations’ needs. These functions are listed as education
and transfer, job training, remedial skills, and community service. Another relevant duty of
community colleges identified in past research but not acknowledged by Desai was development
of the economy (Dowd, 2003). The comprehensiveness of the community college mission is an
integral part of what they do to allow open access to all students and to serve a diverse
population. However, this all-inclusive method also produces tension on the institutions’ efforts
to carry out their traditional core mission (Desai, 2012). Cohen and Brawer (2003) along with
Dougherty (2003), stated that community colleges have a hard time maintaining their focus on
the true mission of serving as an extension of high schools to prepare students, both socially and
academically, to succeed at a 4-year institution. This loss of concentration is because community
colleges try to serve a plethora of missions, which some researchers believe takes too many
resources away from the most important function. Desai (2012) stated that this causes a “risk
reward relationship,” (p. 112) at the community college level. He referred to the reward as

colleges continuing to keep high levels of accessibility to their education service, while the risks
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encompass the negative and wearing effects of attempting to fulfill multiple missions for such a
growing variety of individuals.

There are also institutions that travel a contrasting route by dropping the effort to serve
anyone and everyone and instead are beginning to specialize in specific fields, which seems to be
driven by dwindling funding from traditional sources. Many community colleges are making
decisions based on their institution’s fiscal resources, which often translates that as enrollment
numbers go up and resources decline, tuitions rise (Gilley, 1991).

The most significant legislature regarding community colleges since the G.1. Bill of 1944
came from President Obama in July 2009. He proposed a federal support plan for increasing
American college participation and graduation over the next ten years titled the American
Graduation Initiative (American Association of Community Colleges, 2009). The American
Association of Community Colleges (AACC) announced that the 10-year plan included a
Community College Challenge Fund intended to improve programs for jobs in high demand.
The funds would also increase high school dual enrollment, transfer services. Developmental
skills education, tutoring, and child care. Accompanying the Challenge Fund would be the
College Access and completion Fund, to create contemporary programs aimed at increasing
student access. Together, the Challenge Fund and Access and Completion Fund were projected
to cost $9 billion over ten years.

A construction and renovation fund was also created to improve physical campuses of
community colleges with $2.5 billion down from federal funds. It would be up to the institutions
to cover the other $10 billion needed to complete the projects, but they could use the federal
funds as they saw fit to pay debt interest or start profit campaigns or revolving loans. The last

program proposed was the creation of a National Online Skills Laboratory to provide online
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courses for high schools and colleges through 20 to 25 high quality online schools. The courses
were meant to be free and accessible by a collaborated effort from the Departments of Defense,
Labor, and Education. Funding for this program was proposed at $50 million over the ten years
(AACC, 2009).

The AACC endorsed the American Graduation Initiative (AGI), which passed in the
House of Representatives in September 2009 as part of the Student Aid and Fiscal Responsibility
Act (SAFRA). However, once it reached the Senate health care reform took priority, and in the
end community colleges were budgeted to receive $2 billion over the next few years to aid
dislocated workers access training programs (AACC, 2010).

Today, community colleges appeal to both traditional and nontraditional students in many
ways. One primary reason swaying the decision between 2- and 4-year institutions is that the
average community college tuition is less than half of tuition at larger schools. Also, the
convenience of location in students’ home town is as attractive trait of community colleges,
especially to those students not living on campus. Community colleges often offer classes in the
evenings and on weekends, which appeals to nontraditional students who often work full or part-
time jobs. In additional to increased physical class schedule availability, many community
colleges provide a wide array of online classes that 4-year institutions expect students to attend
in a classroom with a professor (Kane & Rouse, 1999).

While the accessibility of community colleges and the range of services they offer entice
both categories of students into enrollment, more than half of the institutions’ students meet
some criteria that classifies them as nontraditional students (Rouse, 1998). Since a majority of
those students may not have ever attended a 4-year institution without beginning in community

college, it appears that 2-year institutions overall have increased college degree attainment (Kane
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& Rouse, 1999). However, researchers such as Porter (1989) believe that more efforts to ensure
the success of nontraditional students could and should be made in community colleges.

In 1989, Porter stated that most student activities in higher education cater to traditional college
students. Porter urged institutions to focus on the need of the growing numbers of adult learners
for support programs and quality out-of-class activities directed at nontraditional students.
Activities created specifically for older students could assist in incorporating nontraditional
students into the campus environment, addressing concepts such as raising self-esteem, initiating
camaraderie among the nontraditional students who share adult characteristics, and helping the
students maneuver responsibilities between home, work, and school that they face upon entering

college.

History of Community Colleges in Tennessee

The Pierce-Albright Report on Tennessee Higher Education was presented in 1957 to
Tennessee legislators. This report showed the need for average Tennesseans to receive access to
higher educational opportunities. Access to institutions of higher education and funding were
not available at the time of this report to the citizens of Upper East Tennessee or the surrounding
areas (Nicks, 1979).

In 1963, The Tennessee General Assembly designated $200,000 in response to the
Pierce-Albright Report to be distributed over a 2-year period. Commissioner J. Howard Warf of
the State Board of Education began working to establish a network of community colleges to
serve these areas in Tennessee that had little to no feasible access to higher education (Walters
State Community College, 2015). The goal for the Upper East region of Tennessee was to place

a community college within a 30-40 mile commuting distance of all Tennessee residents. These
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community colleges were to serve the entire community, from ages 18 and up, not limiting
admission to recent high school graduates (Nicks, 1979).

The organization of the first three of these community colleges, one in each of the state’s
Grand Divisions, was endorsed by the Tennessee General Assembly in 1965, under the authority
of Governor Frank G. Clement and the State Department of Education (Nicks, 1979). The first
community college in Tennessee opened in Columbia in 1966, followed shortly by Cleveland
and Jackson in 1967. In 19609, sites were designated for the next two community colleges, in
Dyersburg and Tullahoma. Three more community colleges were approved by the General
Assembly in 1969, and the amount of community colleges continued to grow until reaching a
total of 13 schools in 65 different locations in operation in Tennessee today (Walter State
Community College, 2015). Northeast State Community College, the focus of this study, was
one of the most recent institutions approved to join the Tennessee Board of Regents education

system (NeSCC, 2015).

The Tennessee Board of Regents State University and Community College System

Tennessee’s governing body for the State University and Community College System is
the Tennessee General Assembly. The General Assembly created the Tennessee Board of
Regents (TBR) in 1972 to organize and maintain uniformity in programs offered by public
higher education institutions. There were 6 state universities and 10 community colleges initially
included in the TBR system that were former members of the Tennessee Board of Education.
The technical institutes and vocational schools of the area, now known as Tennessee Colleges of
Applied Technology (TCATS), also became a part of the TBR system in 1983 (TBR, 2007).

There are now 45 institutions in the TBR system. Four-year universities, 2-year community
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colleges, and the technology centers serve Tennessee residents through academic programs,
community service, vocational training, and research departments (Wood-Wyatt, 2008). The
Tennessee Higher Education Commission (THEC) coordinates the Tennessee Board of Regents
and the University of Tennessee Board of Trustees. The TBR system enrolls more than 80% of
all Tennessee students attending public institutions of higher education and is the sixth largest
public education system in the United States, partially due to upgrading the state’s 27 technical

centers to community college status (TBR, 2015).

Function and Responsibilities. The responsibility of the TBR is to provide guidance and

management in postsecondary education administration and operation. There are many different
aspects of responsibility for the TBR and among them are: procuring the Chancellor and the
Chancellor’s job description; handling the employment of the institutions’ presidents; approving
tenure and promotions, along with other institutional decisions; reviewing curricula and
graduation fulfillments; approving operating budgets of the schools; setting fiscal policies;
establishing policies and procedures regarding campus environments; and being otherwise
responsible for the operation of each institution in the system. The TBR delegates the
responsibility of the day-to-day operations of the institution and authority for operating their
institution and programs to the institutional presidents (TBR, 2007).

Beyond their listed responsibilities, improving the education and skills of Tennesseans is
the ultimate mission of the TBR. The TBR website stated that TBR must provide opportunities
and assistance to meet the needs of all types of students in all situations to improve Tennessee
higher education (TBR, 2015). The TBR defines success by the number of Tennessee citizens

who have raised their education or level of vocational training past high school graduation. TBR
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aims to persuade increasing numbers of Tennessee citizens to take advantage of the opportunities
offered to them through higher education for the personal enrichment of their lives (Wood-

Wyatt, 2008).

TBR School Systems. There are six 4-year institutions governed by the TBR. In addition

to those, the TBR oversees 13 community colleges and 27 technology centers throughout
Tennessee. The state is divided into three Grand Divisions: East, Middle, and West. The
community colleges in the East Grand Division are Chattanooga State Community College,
Cleveland State Community College, Northeast State Community College, Pellissippi State
Community College, Roane State Community College, and Walters State Community College.
Those in the Middle Grand Division are Columbia State Community College, Motlow State
Community College, Nashville State Community College, and Volunteer State Community
College. Those in the West Grand Division are Dyersburg State Community College, Jackson
State Community College, and Southwest Tennessee Community College. TBR Fall 2014
enrollment for the 13 community colleges was approximately 87,000 students. TBR Fall 2014
enrollment for the 27 technology centers was approximately 17,350 students. Total Enrollment
for all TBR institutions, including the six 4-year institutions, was approximately 240,000

students (THEC, 2015).

Northeast State Community College

For the purpose of this study I focused on Northeast State Community College. Tri-
Cities State Area Vocational-Technical School was established in 1966 in Blountville, TN. The

school’s first president was James M. Pierce and the institution was governed by the State Board
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for Vocational Education in Gray, Tennessee. Thirty-five students enrolled in March of 1966 in
six diploma programs and by the fall enrollment had increased to approximately 100 students (P.
Chandler, personal communication, August 25, 2015). The mission of the school was expanded
to a regional center for vocational and technical training in 1970. Evening and special programs
were initiated and included training for businesses, industries, and governmental agencies to
meet the needs of working students. Classes were held in elementary schools, church buildings,
and industrial sites until new buildings could be constructed on campus to meet the demands of
the growing student population. In 1978, the school mission was expanded again to include
issuing one-year certificates and associate degrees in technology and the school changed its
name to Tri-Cities State Technical Institute befittingly (NeSCC, 2015). Mr. Pierce retired in
1983, just before the school was placed under the direction of the Tennessee State Board of
Regents. Dr. Anne S. McNutt served as Interim President until Dr. H. James Owen was selected
as the school’s second president. During his tenure the school became part of the State
University and 