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The	
  Great	
  Recession	
  and	
  national	
  skills	
  gap	
  crisis	
  have	
  reframed	
  community	
  

college	
  efforts	
  to	
  shift	
  from	
  access-­‐based	
  institutions	
  to	
  that	
  of	
  persistence	
  and	
  

completion-­‐focused	
  colleges.	
  	
  Within	
  the	
  post-­‐recession	
  context,	
  this	
  research	
  examines	
  

what	
  success	
  looks	
  like	
  for	
  today’s	
  vocational	
  community	
  college	
  student,	
  as	
  well	
  as	
  the	
  

current	
  research	
  on	
  the	
  barriers	
  to	
  completion.	
  	
  This	
  qualitative,	
  phenomenological	
  

study	
  will	
  explore	
  the	
  experiences	
  of	
  community	
  college	
  students	
  who	
  are	
  graduating	
  

with	
  vocational	
  degrees	
  and	
  how	
  they	
  overcame	
  known	
  barriers	
  to	
  complete	
  their	
  

degrees.	
  	
  In	
  addition	
  to	
  summarizing	
  the	
  responses	
  to	
  each	
  of	
  the	
  sub-­‐questions,	
  three	
  

primary	
  themes	
  emerged	
  from	
  the	
  research	
  that	
  further	
  answer	
  the	
  grand	
  tour	
  

question.	
  	
  These	
  themes	
  are	
  summarized	
  as	
  follows:	
  First,	
  faculty	
  as	
  champions	
  of	
  

degree	
  completion;	
  second,	
  motivation	
  and	
  creativity;	
  and	
  third,	
  switching	
  paths.	
  	
  	
  

The	
  path	
  dependence	
  theory	
  framework	
  affords	
  a	
  greater	
  appreciation	
  for	
  how	
  

the	
  critical	
  path	
  switch	
  in	
  the	
  lives	
  of	
  students	
  prior	
  to	
  beginning	
  their	
  community	
  

college	
  tenure	
  assisted	
  them	
  with	
  beginning	
  their	
  college	
  career	
  and	
  persisting	
  through	
  

until	
  graduation.	
  	
  Along	
  this	
  optimal	
  path,	
  students	
  are	
  greatly	
  supported	
  by	
  classroom	
  



faculty	
  and	
  faculty	
  advisors	
  who	
  validate	
  their	
  role	
  as	
  scholars	
  and	
  champion	
  degree	
  

completion.	
  	
  The	
  goal	
  of	
  this	
  research	
  is	
  to	
  be	
  of	
  further	
  assistance	
  to	
  community	
  

college	
  leaders	
  and	
  their	
  advocates	
  as	
  they	
  strive	
  to	
  increase	
  completion	
  rates.
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Chapter	
  One:	
  Introduction	
  

The	
  American	
  community	
  colleges,	
  which	
  have	
  historically	
  focused	
  on	
  open	
  

doors	
  and	
  student	
  access,	
  are	
  responding	
  to	
  national	
  demands	
  for	
  greater	
  

accountability,	
  performance	
  based	
  funding,	
  and	
  increased	
  student	
  completion.	
  	
  This	
  

paradigm	
  shift	
  was	
  catapulted	
  to	
  American	
  consciousness	
  with	
  President	
  Obama’s	
  2009	
  

American	
  Graduation	
  Initiative	
  (AGI).	
  	
  President	
  Obama	
  shone	
  a	
  glaring	
  spotlight	
  on	
  the	
  

community	
  colleges’	
  dramatic	
  completion	
  shortfall	
  -­‐-­‐	
  only	
  34	
  percent	
  of	
  all	
  community	
  

college	
  students	
  attain	
  a	
  two	
  or	
  four-­‐year	
  degree	
  (Wheary	
  &	
  Orozco,	
  2010).	
  	
  The	
  

President’s	
  demanding	
  initiative	
  calls	
  for	
  five	
  million	
  more	
  associate	
  and	
  baccalaureate	
  

degrees	
  within	
  the	
  next	
  decade.	
  	
  In	
  order	
  to	
  meet	
  this	
  daunting	
  goal,	
  community	
  

colleges	
  would	
  need	
  to	
  increase	
  the	
  number	
  of	
  associate’s	
  degrees	
  conferred	
  annually	
  

by	
  16%	
  (Kotamraju	
  &	
  Blackman,	
  2010)	
  	
  	
  

Community	
  college	
  organizations	
  and	
  advocacy	
  groups	
  have	
  responded	
  with	
  a	
  

plethora	
  of	
  degree	
  completion	
  initiatives	
  that	
  are	
  striving	
  to	
  address	
  the	
  completion	
  gap	
  

–	
  a	
  primary	
  criticism	
  of	
  the	
  community	
  colleges.	
  	
  In	
  fact,	
  “of	
  the	
  students	
  entering	
  public	
  

two-­‐year	
  colleges	
  in	
  1996,	
  47	
  percent	
  had	
  dropped	
  out	
  within	
  five	
  years	
  with	
  no	
  

credentials,	
  and	
  many	
  of	
  the	
  18	
  percent	
  still	
  in	
  college	
  were	
  unlikely	
  to	
  finish	
  their	
  

studies”	
  (Grubb	
  &	
  Lazerson,	
  2004).	
  	
  These	
  high	
  levels	
  of	
  non-­‐completion	
  are	
  an	
  impetus	
  

for	
  a	
  fundamental	
  paradigm	
  shift	
  for	
  community	
  colleges	
  away	
  from	
  a	
  primarily	
  access	
  

focused	
  mission	
  to	
  that	
  of	
  persistence,	
  retention,	
  and	
  completion.	
  	
  Following	
  President	
  

Obama’s	
  American	
  Graduation	
  Initiative,	
  the	
  American	
  Association	
  of	
  Community	
  

Colleges	
  in	
  2010,	
  launched	
  their	
  Call	
  to	
  Action,	
  which	
  motivates	
  community	
  colleges	
  to	
  



	
  
	
  

2	
  	
  

produce	
  50	
  percent	
  more	
  graduates	
  with	
  degrees	
  and	
  certificates	
  by	
  the	
  year	
  2020.	
  	
  The	
  

second	
  premise	
  of	
  the	
  Call	
  to	
  Action	
  was	
  “we	
  believe	
  that	
  completion	
  matters	
  and	
  that	
  

every	
  student	
  counts”	
  (AACC,	
  2010).	
  	
  

The	
  mantle	
  of	
  associate	
  degree	
  completion	
  has	
  now	
  been	
  proclaimed	
  by	
  

lawmakers	
  (SREB,	
  2010),	
  community	
  college	
  advocates	
  (AACC,	
  2011	
  and	
  Jobs	
  for	
  the	
  

Future,	
  2012),	
  funders	
  (Lumina,	
  2012),	
  accreditors	
  (SREB,	
  2011),	
  students,	
  and	
  their	
  

parents	
  as	
  well.	
  	
  For	
  many	
  of	
  these	
  constituencies,	
  the	
  completion	
  debate	
  has	
  centered	
  

around	
  those	
  students	
  who	
  are	
  focused	
  on	
  an	
  academic	
  transfer	
  or	
  associate’s	
  of	
  arts	
  

degree.	
  	
  While	
  the	
  completion	
  efforts	
  of	
  these	
  students	
  are	
  important	
  to	
  the	
  national	
  

debate,	
  between	
  60	
  and	
  75	
  percent	
  of	
  community	
  college	
  students	
  nationally	
  are	
  

enrolled	
  in	
  some	
  form	
  of	
  vocational,	
  professional-­‐technical	
  or	
  workforce	
  training	
  

program	
  (Brown,	
  1999,	
  Grubb	
  1996,	
  and	
  Grubb	
  &	
  Lazerson,	
  2004).	
  	
  Unfortunately,	
  the	
  

completion	
  rates	
  for	
  vocational	
  students	
  are	
  consistent	
  with	
  their	
  academic	
  transfer	
  

peers	
  as	
  “6	
  out	
  of	
  10	
  (58%)	
  of	
  those	
  enrolling	
  in	
  occupational	
  associate	
  degree	
  programs	
  

fail	
  to	
  earn	
  a	
  credential	
  of	
  any	
  type	
  within	
  six	
  years”	
  (AACC,	
  2011).	
  	
  	
  If	
  the	
  United	
  States	
  

is	
  going	
  to	
  move	
  the	
  proverbial	
  needle	
  toward	
  greater	
  completion	
  rates	
  for	
  all	
  

community	
  college	
  students,	
  it	
  is	
  critical	
  that	
  the	
  national	
  community	
  college	
  

completion	
  debate	
  incorporate	
  the	
  unique	
  dynamics	
  surrounding	
  the	
  needs,	
  challenges,	
  

and	
  goals	
  of	
  community	
  college	
  vocational	
  students	
  in	
  addition	
  to	
  academic	
  transfer	
  

students	
  (Kotamraju	
  &	
  Blackman,	
  2010;	
  Zhai	
  &	
  Monson,	
  2004).	
  

	
  

	
  



	
  
	
  

3	
  	
  

Research	
  Problem	
  

The	
  introduction	
  provides	
  a	
  national	
  context	
  for	
  the	
  research	
  problem	
  addressed	
  

in	
  this	
  dissertation.	
  	
  The	
  research	
  problem	
  is	
  framed	
  within	
  the	
  national	
  completion	
  

debate	
  and	
  attempts	
  to	
  better	
  understand	
  how	
  vocational	
  community	
  college	
  students	
  

obtain	
  their	
  associate’s	
  of	
  science	
  or	
  associate’s	
  of	
  technology	
  degree.	
  	
  Currently,	
  

vocational	
  students	
  are	
  not	
  the	
  center	
  of	
  the	
  national	
  completion	
  agenda	
  that	
  focuses	
  

primarily	
  upon	
  transfer-­‐oriented	
  community	
  college	
  students.	
  There	
  are	
  many	
  facets	
  to	
  

this	
  research	
  problem	
  that	
  are	
  further	
  explained	
  in	
  this	
  section.	
  	
  	
  

The	
  first	
  reason	
  for	
  focusing	
  on	
  community	
  college	
  vocational	
  students	
  is	
  purely	
  

demographic.	
  	
  If	
  community	
  colleges	
  are	
  going	
  to	
  dramatically	
  impact	
  their	
  completion	
  

rates	
  they	
  cannot	
  do	
  so	
  by	
  only	
  focusing	
  on	
  academic	
  transfer	
  students	
  when	
  nearly	
  

two-­‐thirds	
  of	
  their	
  students	
  are	
  vocationally	
  focused.	
  	
  For	
  vocational	
  community	
  college	
  

students	
  there	
  remains	
  a	
  lack	
  of	
  clarity	
  regarding	
  an	
  agreed	
  to	
  or	
  easily	
  understood	
  

indicator	
  for	
  success	
  for	
  students	
  enrolled	
  in	
  full	
  or	
  part-­‐time,	
  for-­‐credit	
  community	
  or	
  

technical	
  college	
  vocational	
  programs.	
  	
  For	
  example,	
  is	
  success	
  measured	
  as	
  a	
  skills-­‐

based	
  certificate	
  or	
  an	
  associate’s	
  degree?	
  	
  (Carnevale,	
  2000;	
  Lohman,	
  2005;	
  Tinto,	
  

1993;	
  and	
  Vacik,	
  2006).	
  	
  	
  

Disagreements	
  exist	
  among	
  community	
  college	
  leaders,	
  faculty,	
  and	
  students	
  

some	
  of	
  whom	
  believe	
  that	
  skills	
  attainment	
  and	
  gainful	
  employment	
  are	
  the	
  ultimate	
  

measures	
  of	
  student	
  success	
  (Lohman,	
  2005),	
  while	
  others	
  are	
  striving	
  for	
  a	
  more	
  

current	
  perspective	
  that	
  illustrates	
  the	
  need	
  for	
  vocational	
  students	
  to	
  be	
  credentialed	
  

upon	
  graduation	
  and	
  therefore	
  included	
  within	
  the	
  national	
  community	
  college	
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completion	
  agenda	
  (Kotamraju	
  &	
  Blackman,	
  2010;	
  Grubb	
  &	
  Lazerson	
  2004;	
  and	
  Jacobs	
  

&	
  Daugherty,	
  2006).	
  	
  For	
  the	
  purposes	
  of	
  this	
  dissertation,	
  the	
  research	
  will	
  focus	
  on	
  

better	
  understanding	
  the	
  circumstances	
  around	
  one	
  point	
  of	
  student	
  success	
  and	
  that	
  is	
  

degree	
  completion.	
  	
  

The	
  repercussions	
  of	
  not	
  understanding	
  how	
  vocational	
  students	
  are	
  successfully	
  

completing	
  their	
  vocational	
  degree	
  programs,	
  runs	
  the	
  risk	
  of	
  alienating	
  the	
  clear	
  

majority	
  of	
  community	
  college	
  students	
  and	
  leaving	
  them	
  out	
  of	
  the	
  completion	
  

equation	
  altogether.	
  	
  Nationally,	
  this	
  would	
  equate	
  to	
  falling	
  woefully	
  short	
  of	
  the	
  

President’s	
  American	
  Graduation	
  Initiative	
  goals	
  and	
  the	
  American	
  Association	
  of	
  

Community	
  College’s	
  (AACC)	
  Call	
  to	
  Action	
  goals.	
  	
  In	
  addition,	
  our	
  nation	
  would	
  struggle	
  

bridging	
  the	
  job	
  skills	
  gap	
  and	
  fail	
  to	
  compete	
  in	
  a	
  globalized	
  economy	
  (Carnevale,	
  

Smith,	
  &	
  Strohl,	
  2010;	
  Dellow,	
  2007).	
  	
  	
  

One	
  could	
  assert	
  that	
  those	
  with	
  the	
  most	
  at	
  stake	
  within	
  the	
  national	
  

completion	
  discussion	
  are	
  vocational	
  students	
  enrolled	
  in	
  our	
  nation’s	
  community	
  and	
  

technical	
  colleges.	
  	
  Community	
  college	
  vocational	
  students	
  are	
  typically	
  older	
  than	
  25,	
  

have	
  some	
  form	
  of	
  previous	
  post-­‐secondary	
  education,	
  are	
  more	
  likely	
  to	
  be	
  women	
  

and/or	
  persons	
  of	
  color,	
  and	
  many	
  already	
  have	
  families	
  when	
  compared	
  to	
  the	
  

traditional	
  four-­‐year	
  college	
  student	
  (Grubb	
  &	
  Lazerson,	
  2004;	
  	
  Zhai	
  &	
  Monzon,	
  2004;	
  

and	
  Kotamraju	
  &	
  Blackman,	
  2010).	
  	
  The	
  economic	
  impacts	
  of	
  non-­‐completion	
  are	
  

irrefutable	
  for	
  those	
  students	
  who	
  earn	
  an	
  associate’s	
  degree	
  when	
  compared	
  to	
  their	
  

peers	
  who	
  do	
  not	
  complete	
  their	
  degree	
  (Baum,	
  Ma,	
  &	
  Payea,	
  2006;	
  College	
  Board,	
  

2010).	
  	
  The	
  Great	
  Recession	
  amplified	
  the	
  need	
  for	
  degree	
  completion.	
  	
  Graduates	
  with	
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an	
  associate’s	
  degree	
  fared	
  better	
  not	
  only	
  with	
  greater	
  income	
  earnings	
  but	
  lower	
  

unemployment	
  levels	
  as	
  well.	
  	
  The	
  trends	
  prior	
  to	
  the	
  Great	
  Recession	
  point	
  to	
  clear	
  

data	
  that	
  illustrates	
  if	
  vocational	
  community	
  college	
  students	
  do	
  not	
  complete	
  at	
  least	
  

one	
  year	
  of	
  post-­‐secondary	
  work	
  and	
  if	
  they	
  are	
  not	
  working	
  in	
  their	
  field	
  of	
  study,	
  their	
  

increase	
  in	
  earnings	
  is	
  negligible	
  (Grubb,	
  1996).	
  	
  	
  

The	
  focus	
  on	
  vocational	
  degree	
  completion	
  may	
  become	
  more	
  acute	
  as	
  

employers	
  are	
  trimming	
  their	
  contract	
  incumbent	
  worker	
  training	
  funds	
  due	
  to	
  

recessionary	
  cutbacks	
  (Jacobs	
  &	
  Dougherty,	
  2006).	
  	
  Incumbent	
  worker	
  training,	
  

customized	
  or	
  workforce	
  training	
  is	
  the	
  non-­‐credit,	
  certificated	
  alternative	
  to	
  full-­‐time,	
  

degree-­‐granting	
  vocational	
  programs.	
  	
  	
  

With	
  greater	
  numbers	
  of	
  minority	
  and	
  low-­‐income	
  students	
  enrolled	
  in	
  

vocational	
  programs	
  it	
  is	
  essential	
  that	
  community	
  colleges	
  focus	
  on	
  removing	
  

completion	
  barriers	
  to	
  success	
  and	
  curtail	
  the	
  cycle	
  of	
  poverty	
  (Brown,	
  1999;	
  Torraco,	
  

2011).	
  	
  Community	
  colleges	
  are	
  considered	
  the	
  primary	
  workforce	
  training	
  vehicle	
  for	
  

the	
  United	
  States	
  and	
  research	
  points	
  to	
  a	
  potential	
  correlation	
  between	
  increased	
  

completion	
  rates	
  and	
  positive	
  regional	
  and	
  national	
  economic	
  success	
  (Kotamraju	
  &	
  

Blackman,	
  2010).	
  	
  

As	
  we	
  delve	
  into	
  understanding	
  of	
  how	
  and	
  why	
  community	
  college	
  vocational	
  

students	
  complete	
  their	
  degrees,	
  we	
  can	
  do	
  so	
  by	
  understanding	
  their	
  experiences	
  and	
  

histories	
  that	
  explain	
  how	
  vocational	
  students	
  have	
  overcome	
  identified	
  completion	
  

barriers	
  (Aragon	
  &	
  Johnson	
  2008;	
  Reyes,	
  2010,	
  Roska,	
  2010,	
  and	
  Sheldon,	
  2010).	
  	
  We	
  

know	
  that	
  community	
  college	
  students	
  have	
  different	
  challenges	
  facing	
  them	
  than	
  four-­‐
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year,	
  full-­‐time	
  students	
  including	
  balancing	
  the	
  demands	
  of	
  work,	
  family,	
  and	
  college	
  

(Grubb,	
  1996;	
  Zhai	
  &	
  Monzon,	
  2004).	
  The	
  literature	
  helps	
  us	
  to	
  explain	
  the	
  primary	
  

barriers	
  to	
  completion,	
  however	
  there	
  is	
  little	
  insight	
  as	
  to	
  how	
  students	
  overcome	
  

these	
  barriers	
  and	
  complete	
  their	
  vocational	
  two-­‐year	
  degrees	
  such	
  as	
  an	
  associate’s	
  of	
  

technology	
  or	
  associate’s	
  of	
  science	
  degrees.	
  	
  	
  

Our	
  nation’s	
  community	
  colleges,	
  their	
  advocates,	
  and	
  policymakers	
  are	
  

collectively	
  focused	
  upon	
  the	
  need	
  to	
  increase	
  completion	
  rates	
  in	
  order	
  to	
  bridge	
  our	
  

country’s	
  skills	
  gap,	
  stem	
  the	
  tide	
  of	
  poverty,	
  and	
  grow	
  regional	
  economies.	
  	
  As	
  

determined	
  by	
  the	
  literature	
  review,	
  there	
  is	
  a	
  growing	
  body	
  of	
  research	
  regarding	
  

completion	
  barriers	
  for	
  community	
  college	
  students.	
  	
  What	
  is	
  lacking	
  however	
  is	
  a	
  

qualitative	
  understanding	
  of	
  the	
  academic	
  experiences	
  that	
  contribute	
  to	
  one	
  point	
  of	
  

success	
  for	
  vocational	
  community	
  college	
  students.	
  	
  For	
  the	
  purposes	
  of	
  this	
  dissertation	
  

the	
  point	
  of	
  success	
  that	
  will	
  be	
  explored	
  is	
  the	
  attainment	
  of	
  the	
  study	
  participants	
  

vocational	
  associate’s	
  degree.	
  	
  

Research	
  Purpose	
  

The	
  purpose	
  of	
  this	
  dissertation	
  research	
  is	
  to	
  better	
  understand	
  the	
  experiences	
  

of	
  vocational	
  community	
  college	
  students	
  that	
  led	
  to	
  the	
  completion	
  of	
  their	
  associate’s	
  

degree.	
  	
  Building	
  upon	
  the	
  literature	
  review	
  and	
  conceptual	
  framework,	
  research	
  

questions	
  will	
  be	
  formed	
  in	
  order	
  to	
  understand	
  how	
  selected	
  community	
  college	
  

vocational	
  students	
  have	
  overcome	
  known	
  degree	
  completion	
  barriers.	
  	
  This	
  

phenomenological	
  study	
  will	
  help	
  us	
  understand	
  what	
  is	
  now	
  a	
  gap	
  of	
  knowledge	
  

surrounding	
  how	
  and	
  why	
  a	
  small	
  percentage	
  of	
  community	
  college	
  students	
  succeed	
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and	
  complete	
  their	
  vocational	
  two-­‐year	
  degrees	
  (Creswell,	
  2007).	
  	
  This	
  research	
  will	
  

inform	
  community	
  college	
  administrators,	
  policy	
  makers,	
  students,	
  student	
  advocates,	
  

and	
  grant	
  makers	
  as	
  to	
  how	
  they	
  can	
  systematically	
  remove	
  completion	
  barriers	
  for	
  

students,	
  specifically	
  those	
  students	
  who	
  are	
  enrolled	
  in	
  full	
  or	
  part-­‐time,	
  for-­‐credit	
  

vocational	
  programs.	
  

Conceptual	
  Framework	
  

There	
  are	
  a	
  number	
  of	
  theories	
  and	
  models	
  that	
  could	
  be	
  applicable	
  to	
  this	
  

research	
  including	
  adult	
  learning,	
  validation,	
  motivation,	
  barriers	
  to	
  success,	
  and	
  

student	
  persistence.	
  	
  These	
  theories	
  and	
  models	
  will	
  be	
  explored	
  further	
  in	
  the	
  

literature	
  review.	
  	
  However,	
  path	
  dependence	
  theory	
  provides	
  a	
  broad-­‐based	
  

conceptual	
  framework	
  for	
  this	
  research	
  because	
  of	
  the	
  theory’s	
  ability	
  to	
  help	
  us	
  better	
  

understand	
  why	
  students	
  choose	
  to	
  complete	
  their	
  degrees	
  when	
  so	
  many	
  of	
  their	
  

peers	
  do	
  not.	
  	
  Path	
  dependence	
  theory	
  is	
  often	
  applied	
  to	
  better	
  understand	
  economic,	
  

political,	
  and	
  social	
  dynamics.	
  	
  However,	
  it	
  is	
  a	
  broad-­‐based	
  theory	
  that	
  allows	
  us	
  to	
  

delve	
  more	
  deeply	
  into	
  the	
  experiences	
  and	
  histories	
  of	
  students	
  being	
  interviewed.	
  	
  	
  

Components	
  of	
  path	
  dependence	
  that	
  are	
  of	
  specific	
  applicability	
  of	
  this	
  study	
  

include	
  that	
  of	
  self-­‐reinforcing	
  methods	
  (Prado,	
  2009),	
  the	
  formulation	
  of	
  pathways	
  to	
  

better	
  understanding	
  outcomes	
  (Prado,	
  2009;	
  Cejda	
  &	
  Stick,	
  2007),	
  and	
  understanding	
  

non-­‐optimal	
  outcomes	
  (Heller,	
  2006).	
  	
  From	
  this	
  standpoint,	
  the	
  fact	
  that	
  so	
  few	
  

vocational	
  community	
  college	
  students	
  complete	
  their	
  degrees	
  is	
  a	
  non-­‐optimal	
  

outcome.	
  	
  Conversely,	
  within	
  this	
  theory	
  we	
  can	
  delve	
  into	
  a	
  deeper	
  understanding	
  as	
  to	
  

how	
  and	
  why	
  the	
  students	
  interviewed	
  understood	
  that	
  not	
  completing	
  their	
  degree	
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would	
  be	
  a	
  non-­‐optimal	
  outcome	
  and	
  why	
  they	
  chose	
  the	
  pathway	
  of	
  completion.	
  	
  This	
  

framework	
  was	
  chosen	
  in	
  order	
  to	
  help	
  guide	
  the	
  research	
  question	
  and	
  interview	
  

framework.	
  	
  	
  

	
   The	
  conceptual	
  framework	
  of	
  path	
  dependence	
  theory	
  will	
  provide	
  the	
  

foundation	
  for	
  shaping	
  the	
  phenomenological	
  research	
  for	
  this	
  dissertation.	
  	
  The	
  focus	
  

of	
  the	
  conceptual	
  framework	
  will	
  be	
  to	
  broadly	
  frame	
  the	
  discussions	
  surrounding	
  why	
  

and	
  how	
  vocational	
  community	
  colleges	
  attain	
  their	
  associate’s	
  degree	
  in	
  spite	
  of	
  the	
  

multitude	
  of	
  barriers	
  facing	
  them,	
  through	
  the	
  exploration	
  of	
  student	
  experiences.	
  This	
  

ability	
  to	
  understand	
  the	
  phenomenon	
  that	
  takes	
  place	
  and	
  leads	
  students	
  to	
  degree	
  

completion	
  will	
  be	
  sought	
  through	
  one-­‐on-­‐one	
  interviews	
  focused	
  on	
  the	
  experiences	
  of	
  

the	
  students	
  interviewed	
  for	
  this	
  research.	
  

Furthermore,	
  path	
  dependence	
  theory	
  underscores	
  the	
  non-­‐optimal	
  outcome	
  

and	
  that	
  is	
  only	
  a	
  minority	
  of	
  vocational	
  community	
  college	
  students	
  complete	
  their	
  

degrees.	
  	
  Prado	
  (2009)	
  describes	
  three	
  critical	
  components	
  of	
  path	
  dependence	
  theory	
  

as	
  follows:	
  	
  

self-­‐reinforcing	
  mechanisms,	
  switching	
  costs,	
  and	
  critical	
  junctures.	
  	
  

The	
  first	
  two	
  concepts,	
  which	
  are	
  emphasized	
  by	
  economic	
  theory,	
  	
  

provide	
  an	
  explanation	
  of	
  why	
  institutions	
  are	
  difficult	
  to	
  change.	
  	
  

The	
  third,	
  drawn	
  from	
  political	
  science,	
  suggests	
  that	
  there	
  are	
  key	
  	
  

moments	
  when	
  there	
  may	
  be	
  room	
  for	
  more	
  radical	
  reforms	
  	
  

(Prado,	
  2009,	
  p.	
  350).	
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We	
  will	
  explore	
  the	
  self-­‐reinforcing	
  mechanisms	
  or	
  the	
  barriers	
  to	
  completion	
  as	
  well	
  as	
  

critical	
  junctures	
  by	
  reviewing	
  relevant	
  models	
  and	
  research	
  found	
  in	
  this	
  literature	
  

review.	
  	
  	
  

The	
  exploration	
  of	
  paths,	
  pathways,	
  and	
  related	
  dynamics	
  have	
  been	
  applied	
  to	
  

higher	
  education	
  research	
  in	
  the	
  areas	
  of	
  career	
  advancement	
  for	
  community	
  college	
  

chief	
  academic	
  officers	
  (Cejda,	
  McKinney	
  &	
  Burley,	
  2001),	
  the	
  pathway	
  from	
  community	
  

college	
  to	
  obtaining	
  a	
  baccalaureate	
  degree	
  at	
  a	
  private	
  institution	
  (Cejda,	
  2000),	
  as	
  well	
  

as	
  the	
  exploration	
  of	
  reasons	
  for	
  community	
  college	
  students	
  to	
  transfer	
  to	
  a	
  four-­‐year	
  

institution	
  prior	
  to	
  completing	
  their	
  associate’s	
  degree	
  (Cejda	
  &	
  Kaylor,	
  2010).	
  	
  	
  This	
  

theory	
  has	
  been	
  used	
  to	
  explain	
  the	
  dynamics	
  surrounding	
  non-­‐completion,	
  specifically	
  

for	
  Hispanic	
  students	
  who	
  completed	
  their	
  baccalaureate	
  degree	
  (Cejda	
  &	
  Stick,	
  2008).	
  	
  

Also,	
  path	
  dependence	
  theory	
  has	
  been	
  applied	
  to	
  determine	
  how	
  “more	
  

comprehensive	
  paths”	
  of	
  baccalaureate	
  completion	
  could	
  be	
  developed	
  for	
  Hispanic	
  

students	
  as	
  well	
  as	
  exploring	
  the	
  histories	
  of	
  those	
  students	
  who	
  successfully	
  obtained	
  a	
  

four-­‐year	
  degree	
  (Cejda	
  &	
  Stick,	
  2008,	
  p.4).	
  	
  	
  

Additional	
  research	
  into	
  pathways	
  include	
  the	
  critical	
  review	
  of	
  higher	
  education	
  

pathway	
  barriers	
  for	
  Hispanic	
  youth	
  (Irizarry,	
  2012)	
  and	
  personal	
  and	
  institutional	
  

attributes	
  that	
  influence	
  high-­‐school	
  students’	
  decisions	
  to	
  enter	
  college-­‐level	
  STEM	
  

(science,	
  technology,	
  engineering,	
  and	
  mathematics)	
  programs	
  (Engberg	
  &	
  Wolniak,	
  

2013).	
  	
  Through	
  the	
  one-­‐on-­‐one	
  student	
  interviews,	
  special	
  focus	
  will	
  be	
  paid	
  to	
  

understanding	
  the	
  critical	
  junctures	
  in	
  the	
  lives	
  of	
  the	
  students	
  that	
  led	
  them	
  to	
  switch	
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from	
  the	
  dominant	
  “inefficient”	
  path	
  of	
  non-­‐optimal	
  outcomes	
  (non-­‐completion)	
  to	
  the	
  

optimal	
  pathway	
  of	
  completion	
  (Prado,	
  2009,	
  p	
  351).	
  	
  	
  

In	
  sum,	
  path	
  dependence	
  theory	
  was	
  chosen	
  in	
  order	
  to	
  help	
  guide	
  the	
  research	
  

questions	
  and	
  develop	
  interview	
  framework.	
  	
  This	
  theory	
  will	
  allow	
  us	
  to	
  discuss	
  the	
  

phenomenon	
  surrounding	
  why	
  vocational	
  community	
  colleges	
  students	
  move	
  from	
  the	
  

traditional	
  sub-­‐optimal	
  pathway	
  of	
  non-­‐completion	
  to	
  that	
  of	
  the	
  optimal	
  pathway	
  of	
  

completion.	
  	
  Through	
  the	
  exploration	
  of	
  student	
  experiences,	
  we	
  will	
  be	
  able	
  to	
  

understand	
  how	
  and	
  why	
  students	
  switched	
  paths	
  and	
  which	
  factors	
  influenced	
  their	
  

decisions.	
  	
  	
  

Research	
  Questions	
  

	
   	
  One	
  measure	
  of	
  success	
  for	
  vocational	
  community	
  college	
  students	
  is	
  the	
  

completion	
  of	
  their	
  associate	
  of	
  technology	
  or	
  science	
  degree.	
  	
  	
  The	
  selection	
  of	
  this	
  

measure	
  of	
  success	
  is	
  based	
  on	
  current	
  research	
  surrounding	
  increased	
  national	
  

competitiveness	
  and	
  its	
  correlation	
  with	
  greater	
  community	
  college	
  degree	
  completion	
  

rates	
  (Kotamraju	
  &	
  Blackman,	
  2010).	
  	
  The	
  literature	
  review	
  is	
  coupled	
  with	
  economic	
  

research	
  that	
  demonstrates	
  higher	
  wages	
  and	
  lower	
  unemployment	
  rates	
  for	
  

community	
  college	
  students	
  who	
  obtain	
  an	
  associate’s	
  degree	
  (Grubb,	
  1996).	
  	
  	
  

	
   The	
  research	
  questions	
  are	
  framed	
  by	
  the	
  path	
  dependence	
  theory	
  that	
  can	
  be	
  

applied	
  as	
  a	
  conceptual	
  framework	
  to	
  better	
  understand	
  the	
  experiences	
  of	
  students.	
  

The	
  literature	
  informs	
  the	
  research	
  questions	
  by	
  highlighting	
  studies	
  surrounding	
  

student	
  persistence	
  and	
  known	
  barriers	
  to	
  completion.	
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Building	
  on	
  the	
  previously	
  mentioned	
  research	
  and	
  literature,	
  a	
  grand	
  tour	
  

research	
  question	
  is	
  considered	
  for	
  this	
  study:	
  	
  

1. How	
  have	
  community	
  college	
  students	
  who	
  enrolled	
  in	
  vocational	
  programs	
  and	
  

began	
  their	
  studies	
  with	
  pre-­‐college/remedial	
  courses,	
  overcome	
  selected	
  

completion	
  barriers	
  and	
  obtained	
  their	
  associate’s	
  degree?	
  

While	
  this	
  grand	
  tour	
  question	
  will	
  allow	
  for	
  open	
  discussions	
  with	
  the	
  students,	
  

additional	
  sub-­‐questions	
  are	
  also	
  considered	
  for	
  this	
  research:	
  	
  

A. Studies	
  have	
  shown	
  that	
  work	
  is	
  a	
  barrier	
  to	
  degree	
  completion.	
  	
  How	
  have	
  the	
  

selected	
  students	
  successfully	
  balance	
  work	
  and	
  college	
  demands?	
  	
  

	
  

B. Studies	
  have	
  shown	
  that	
  first-­‐generation	
  college	
  students	
  face	
  significant	
  

preparedness	
  challenges	
  regarding	
  when	
  attending	
  college.	
  How	
  have	
  first-­‐

generation	
  students	
  in	
  this	
  study	
  prepared	
  for	
  college	
  (for	
  example;	
  did	
  they	
  

attend	
  an	
  orientation	
  or	
  participate	
  in	
  college	
  activities)?	
  	
  

	
  

C. Studies	
  have	
  shown	
  that	
  balancing	
  family	
  and	
  college	
  demands	
  can	
  negatively	
  

impact	
  student	
  success	
  while	
  in	
  college.	
  	
  How	
  have	
  the	
  study	
  participants	
  

overcome	
  challenges	
  balancing	
  family	
  and	
  college	
  demands?	
  	
  

	
  

D. Studies	
  have	
  shown	
  that	
  community	
  college	
  students	
  face	
  a	
  multitude	
  of	
  

academic	
  barriers	
  that	
  stem	
  from	
  a	
  lack	
  of	
  academic	
  preparedness	
  (for	
  example,	
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challenges	
  regarding	
  remedial	
  courses	
  and	
  online	
  courses).	
  How	
  have	
  the	
  study	
  

participants	
  overcome	
  these	
  barriers?	
  	
  

	
  

E. Were	
  there	
  additional	
  academic	
  or	
  personal	
  barriers	
  that	
  the	
  study	
  participants	
  

identified?	
  	
  If	
  so,	
  how	
  did	
  the	
  students	
  overcome	
  these	
  barriers	
  to	
  achieve	
  

academic	
  success?	
  	
  

The	
  grand-­‐tour	
  research	
  question	
  and	
  sub-­‐questions	
  will	
  be	
  explored	
  through	
  a	
  

phenomenological	
  study	
  of	
  nine	
  community	
  college	
  vocational	
  students,	
  who	
  graduated	
  

with	
  their	
  associate	
  of	
  applied	
  technology	
  and/or	
  science	
  degree	
  in	
  June	
  2013.	
  	
  	
  

Assumptions	
  

	
   The	
  primary	
  assumptions	
  made	
  prior	
  to	
  the	
  interviews,	
  include	
  that	
  all	
  nine	
  

students	
  interviewed	
  are	
  within	
  good	
  academic	
  standing	
  and	
  are	
  expected	
  to	
  graduate	
  

in	
  May	
  or	
  June	
  2013.	
  	
  The	
  interview	
  portion	
  of	
  this	
  dissertation	
  began	
  June	
  2013.	
  	
  

Students	
  who	
  were	
  interviewed	
  were	
  reviewed	
  to	
  ensure	
  that	
  they	
  are	
  representative	
  

of	
  Washington	
  State	
  Community	
  and	
  Technical	
  College	
  vocational	
  students	
  that	
  is,	
  over	
  

the	
  age	
  of	
  25.	
  	
  Efforts	
  were	
  taken	
  to	
  invite	
  women	
  and	
  persons	
  of	
  color	
  to	
  participate,	
  

and	
  graduating	
  in	
  a	
  variety	
  of	
  chosen	
  professional-­‐technical	
  programs	
  (Grubb	
  &	
  

Lazerson,	
  2004).	
  	
  All	
  students	
  interviewed	
  have	
  taken	
  at	
  least	
  one	
  pre-­‐college	
  or	
  

remedial	
  academic	
  course.	
  	
  Students	
  interviewed	
  were	
  enrolled	
  in	
  their	
  chosen	
  career	
  

training	
  program	
  either	
  full	
  or	
  part-­‐time	
  and	
  their	
  programs	
  will	
  be	
  for	
  degree-­‐granting	
  

programs,	
  and	
  not	
  enrolled	
  in	
  incumbent	
  worker,	
  contract	
  training,	
  or	
  continuing	
  

education	
  programs.	
  



	
  
	
  

13	
  	
  

Limitations	
  

	
   This	
  research	
  is	
  qualitative,	
  which	
  allows	
  for	
  deeper	
  understanding	
  of	
  the	
  

reasons	
  why	
  students	
  complete	
  their	
  vocational	
  degrees,	
  however,	
  qualitative	
  research	
  

does	
  not	
  allow	
  for	
  a	
  statistically	
  significant	
  sampling	
  or	
  analysis.	
  	
  Furthermore,	
  nine	
  

students	
  at	
  one	
  Washington	
  State	
  Community	
  College	
  were	
  interviewed	
  for	
  this	
  

research.	
  	
  While	
  interviews	
  took	
  place	
  with	
  the	
  selected	
  students,	
  there	
  is	
  always	
  a	
  

desire	
  by	
  qualitative	
  researchers	
  to	
  be	
  able	
  to	
  interview	
  more	
  students	
  if	
  time	
  and	
  

financial	
  resources	
  allowed.	
  

Definitions	
  

Prior	
  to	
  delving	
  into	
  the	
  literature	
  review	
  it	
  is	
  important	
  to	
  define	
  the	
  type	
  of	
  

college,	
  student,	
  and	
  degree	
  that	
  will	
  be	
  researched	
  in	
  this	
  dissertation.	
  	
  The	
  academic	
  

and	
  professional	
  success	
  of	
  community	
  college	
  vocational	
  students	
  is	
  a	
  key	
  component	
  

to	
  bridging	
  our	
  nation’s	
  skills	
  gap,	
  as	
  well	
  as	
  strengthening	
  our	
  nation’s	
  economic	
  

recovery.	
  	
  	
  	
  

Community	
  and	
  technical	
  colleges:	
  There	
  are	
  approximately	
  1200	
  public	
  

community,	
  junior,	
  and	
  technical	
  colleges	
  throughout	
  the	
  United	
  States.	
  The	
  traditional	
  

mission	
  of	
  the	
  community	
  college	
  includes	
  academic	
  transfer,	
  vocational	
  education,	
  and	
  

adult	
  basic	
  skills	
  (including	
  English	
  as	
  a	
  Secondary	
  Language	
  and	
  GED	
  preparation).	
  	
  	
  

Community	
  and	
  technical	
  colleges	
  are	
  also	
  referred	
  to	
  as	
  two-­‐year	
  colleges,	
  given	
  that	
  

associate’s	
  degrees	
  are	
  traditionally	
  the	
  highest	
  level	
  of	
  degree	
  conferred	
  (Cohen	
  &	
  

Brawer,	
  2003).	
  	
  Additional	
  mission	
  components	
  include	
  continuing	
  education,	
  contract	
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training,	
  international	
  education,	
  operating	
  high	
  schools	
  on	
  campus,	
  and	
  offering	
  

applied	
  baccalaureate	
  degrees.	
  	
  

Workforce	
  programs:	
  There	
  are	
  a	
  myriad	
  of	
  occupationally	
  oriented	
  educational	
  

offerings	
  at	
  our	
  nation’s	
  community	
  colleges.	
  	
  Courses	
  range	
  from	
  short-­‐term	
  

certificated	
  programs	
  focusing	
  on	
  skills-­‐based	
  instruction	
  (one	
  example	
  is	
  flagger	
  

training)	
  to	
  longer-­‐term	
  certificated	
  programs	
  geared	
  toward	
  transitioning	
  those	
  who	
  

are	
  already	
  employed	
  and	
  are	
  seeking	
  specific	
  certifications	
  (such	
  as	
  CISCO	
  networking	
  

or	
  Microsoft	
  certifications).	
  	
  These	
  skills-­‐based	
  or	
  job	
  training	
  short-­‐term	
  courses	
  are	
  

often	
  referred	
  to	
  as	
  workforce	
  development,	
  economic	
  development,	
  or	
  job	
  training	
  

programs.	
  	
  	
  

Often	
  these	
  programs	
  are	
  funded	
  through	
  federal	
  or	
  state	
  grants	
  (such	
  as	
  

Welfare	
  to	
  Work)	
  and	
  are	
  typically	
  non-­‐credit	
  courses.	
  This	
  is	
  not	
  the	
  area	
  of	
  training	
  

offered	
  at	
  community	
  colleges	
  that	
  will	
  be	
  studied	
  in	
  this	
  research	
  although	
  for	
  future	
  

research	
  one	
  could	
  build	
  on	
  that	
  of	
  Grubb’s	
  research	
  (2001)	
  that	
  asserts	
  full-­‐time	
  

vocational	
  programs	
  could	
  serve	
  as	
  a	
  bridge	
  to	
  bringing	
  short-­‐term	
  workforce	
  students	
  

back	
  into	
  the	
  fold	
  of	
  higher	
  education.	
  	
  

Vocational	
  Education:	
  The	
  term	
  vocational	
  is	
  used	
  to	
  describe	
  full	
  or	
  part-­‐time,	
  

for-­‐credit	
  community	
  and	
  technical	
  college	
  courses	
  and	
  programs.	
  	
  This	
  definition	
  aligns	
  

with	
  the	
  discussions	
  surrounding	
  The	
  New	
  Vocationalism	
  that	
  is	
  a	
  key	
  component	
  of	
  

discussing	
  the	
  future	
  value	
  of	
  vocational	
  degrees.	
  	
  Vocational	
  education	
  at	
  its	
  core	
  is	
  “to	
  

teach	
  students	
  the	
  essential	
  skills,	
  knowledge,	
  and	
  abilities	
  that	
  link	
  to	
  the	
  world	
  of	
  

work”	
  (Laanan	
  &	
  Sanchez,	
  1998,	
  pg.5).	
  	
  Examples	
  of	
  the	
  breadth	
  and	
  demand	
  for	
  current	
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vocational	
  programs	
  include	
  nursing	
  and	
  health	
  care,	
  first	
  responders	
  (police,	
  fire,	
  and	
  

paramedics),	
  aerospace	
  (manufacturing,	
  professional	
  pilot,	
  maintenance)	
  and	
  

technology	
  (networking,	
  security,	
  and	
  programming).	
  	
  

Career-­‐Training	
  Program	
  Clusters:	
  The	
  National	
  Association	
  of	
  State	
  Directors	
  of	
  

Career	
  Technical	
  Education	
  Consortium	
  has	
  defined	
  sixteen	
  national	
  career	
  clusters	
  for	
  

high	
  school,	
  two	
  and	
  four-­‐year	
  colleges.	
  	
  For	
  the	
  purposes	
  of	
  these	
  interviews,	
  the	
  

community	
  college	
  at	
  which	
  the	
  student	
  interviews	
  occurred	
  offers	
  career	
  training	
  

programs	
  within	
  the	
  following	
  career	
  clusters:	
  1)	
  Agriculture,	
  Food	
  and	
  Natural	
  

Resources;	
  2)	
  Business	
  Management	
  and	
  Administration;	
  3)	
  Education	
  and	
  Training;	
  4)	
  

Health	
  Science;	
  5)	
  Human	
  Services;	
  6)	
  Information	
  Technology;	
  7)	
  Law,	
  Public	
  Safety,	
  

Corrections,	
  and	
  Security;	
  8)	
  Manufacturing;	
  and,	
  9)	
  Transportation,	
  Distribution	
  and	
  

Logistics.	
  	
  A	
  complete	
  listing	
  of	
  the	
  sixteen	
  career	
  clusters	
  can	
  be	
  found	
  at	
  

www.careertech.org/career-­‐clusters.	
  

Community	
  College	
  Students:	
  	
  Community	
  college	
  vocational	
  students	
  are	
  

typically	
  non-­‐traditional	
  aged	
  students	
  (25	
  or	
  older),	
  who	
  work	
  while	
  raising	
  a	
  family,	
  

and	
  remain	
  in	
  their	
  community	
  after	
  graduating	
  (Bragg,	
  2001,	
  Cohen	
  and	
  Brawer	
  2003,	
  

Grubb	
  and	
  Lazerson,	
  2004).	
  	
  Nearly	
  half	
  of	
  all	
  community	
  college	
  students	
  are	
  first	
  

generation	
  in	
  their	
  families	
  to	
  attend	
  college	
  (AACC,	
  2011).	
  Finally,	
  Elliott	
  (1994)	
  

describes	
  community	
  college	
  students	
  as	
  the	
  “New	
  Majority”	
  of	
  students	
  who	
  are	
  older,	
  

minorities,	
  women,	
  attending	
  part-­‐time	
  and	
  described	
  as	
  non-­‐traditional.	
  	
  

Vocational	
  Degrees:	
  Community	
  or	
  technical	
  college	
  associate’s	
  degrees	
  vary	
  

from	
  90	
  to	
  100	
  credits	
  and	
  may	
  be	
  referred	
  to	
  as	
  an	
  associate	
  of	
  technology	
  or	
  associate	
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of	
  applied	
  science	
  degree.	
  	
  Vocational	
  credentials	
  were	
  often	
  considered	
  terminal,	
  

which	
  is	
  now	
  “obsolete”	
  (Cohen,	
  2003,	
  p.	
  249)	
  given	
  the	
  transferability	
  of	
  many	
  

vocational	
  degrees	
  and	
  credits.	
  

Significance	
  

The	
  driving	
  forces	
  behind	
  this	
  research	
  are	
  the	
  hard	
  working	
  students	
  who	
  

comprise	
  the	
  community	
  and	
  technical	
  college	
  student	
  body.	
  	
  Their	
  determination,	
  

persistence,	
  and	
  passion	
  for	
  making	
  a	
  better	
  life	
  for	
  themselves	
  and	
  their	
  families,	
  is	
  

nothing	
  short	
  of	
  inspiring.	
  	
  It	
  is	
  critical	
  that	
  our	
  nation’s	
  leaders	
  clearly	
  articulate	
  their	
  

goals	
  for	
  vocational	
  students,	
  ensure	
  that	
  they	
  are	
  a	
  valued	
  component	
  of	
  national	
  

completion	
  and	
  graduation	
  initiatives,	
  and	
  direct	
  resources	
  accordingly.	
  	
  Today’s	
  

community	
  college	
  vocational	
  students	
  are	
  the	
  future	
  of	
  this	
  nation;	
  they	
  are	
  diverse,	
  

many	
  of	
  who	
  have	
  families,	
  and	
  are	
  among	
  the	
  working	
  poor	
  (Zhai	
  &	
  Monzon,	
  2004).	
  	
  	
  

The	
  success	
  of	
  every	
  community	
  college	
  student	
  contributes	
  to	
  a	
  growing	
  skills-­‐

based	
  middle	
  class.	
  	
  The	
  economic	
  and	
  social	
  value	
  of	
  middle-­‐skilled	
  employees	
  in	
  this	
  

country	
  cannot	
  be	
  underestimated.	
  	
  We	
  cannot	
  export	
  nurses,	
  first	
  responders,	
  

electricians,	
  plumbers,	
  or	
  weatherization	
  technicians,	
  professions	
  representing	
  just	
  a	
  

few	
  of	
  the	
  vocational	
  programs	
  community	
  colleges	
  provide.	
  	
  The	
  value	
  of	
  

understanding	
  how	
  vocational	
  students	
  successfully	
  complete	
  their	
  degrees	
  is	
  the	
  first	
  

step	
  in	
  the	
  financial	
  sustainability	
  of	
  these	
  students,	
  their	
  families,	
  communities,	
  and	
  

country.	
  

Finally,	
  the	
  need	
  to	
  increase	
  degree	
  completion	
  rates	
  for	
  vocational	
  community	
  

college	
  students	
  is	
  connected	
  on	
  a	
  national	
  level	
  to	
  the	
  public	
  outcry	
  for	
  greater	
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accountability	
  and	
  increased	
  student	
  success	
  for	
  community	
  colleges	
  as	
  well	
  as	
  four-­‐

year	
  public	
  and	
  private	
  colleges.	
  	
  One	
  accountability	
  example	
  that	
  is	
  relevant	
  to	
  this	
  

dissertation	
  includes	
  a	
  three-­‐year,	
  statewide	
  community	
  college	
  efficiencies	
  legislation	
  

that	
  has	
  driven	
  functional	
  consolidations	
  and	
  the	
  expectation	
  that	
  any	
  savings	
  will	
  be	
  

reinvested	
  in	
  agreed	
  to	
  drivers	
  for	
  success	
  including	
  full-­‐time	
  faculty	
  (SBCTC	
  Efficiency,	
  

2012).	
  

Summary	
  

	
   Chapter	
  one	
  introduced	
  the	
  research	
  focus	
  of	
  better	
  understanding	
  how	
  

community	
  college	
  vocational	
  students	
  overcome	
  known	
  completion	
  barriers	
  and	
  

complete	
  their	
  associate’s	
  degree.	
  	
  The	
  value	
  and	
  importance	
  of	
  an	
  associate’s	
  degree	
  

was	
  introduced.	
  	
  This	
  phenomenological	
  study	
  is	
  framed	
  by	
  path	
  dependence	
  theory	
  

that	
  allows	
  for	
  a	
  deeper	
  understanding	
  of	
  the	
  experiences	
  and	
  histories	
  of	
  students,	
  

their	
  self-­‐reinforcing	
  methods,	
  and	
  the	
  reasons	
  why	
  they	
  have	
  been	
  able	
  to	
  overcome	
  

non-­‐optimal	
  outcomes.	
  	
  

	
   Chapter	
  two	
  will	
  discuss	
  the	
  relevant	
  research	
  pertaining	
  to	
  this	
  study	
  including	
  

the	
  dynamics	
  surrounding	
  why	
  students	
  do	
  and	
  do	
  not	
  persist.	
  	
  This	
  includes	
  the	
  

conceptual	
  framework	
  of	
  path	
  dependence	
  as	
  well	
  as	
  theories	
  and	
  models	
  pertaining	
  to	
  

adult	
  learners,	
  validity,	
  motivation,	
  persistence,	
  and	
  known	
  barriers	
  to	
  completion.	
  	
  

Chapter	
  three	
  presents	
  the	
  research	
  methods	
  used	
  to	
  inform	
  the	
  study	
  and	
  analyze	
  the	
  

findings.	
  	
  Chapter	
  four	
  includes	
  the	
  research	
  findings	
  and	
  the	
  dissertation	
  is	
  concluded	
  

in	
  chapter	
  five	
  with	
  the	
  findings	
  as	
  well	
  as	
  the	
  applicability	
  of	
  the	
  research.	
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Chapter	
  Two:	
  Literature	
  Review	
  

Introduction	
  

The	
  literature	
  review	
  provides	
  a	
  framework	
  for	
  this	
  phenomenological	
  study	
  

given	
  the	
  relevance	
  of	
  the	
  literature	
  as	
  it	
  pertains	
  to	
  understanding	
  the	
  theories	
  and	
  

research	
  (Creswell,	
  2007)	
  significant	
  to	
  the	
  community	
  college	
  vocational	
  student	
  

degree	
  completion	
  discussion.	
  	
  The	
  literature	
  review	
  consists	
  of	
  peer-­‐reviewed	
  research	
  

focused	
  upon	
  dynamics	
  impacting	
  student	
  success,	
  the	
  American	
  community	
  college	
  

system,	
  and	
  the	
  multitude	
  of	
  barriers	
  community	
  college	
  students	
  face	
  when	
  

completing	
  their	
  two-­‐year	
  or	
  associate	
  of	
  science/technology	
  degree.	
  	
  The	
  literature	
  

reveals	
  three	
  levels	
  of	
  discussion	
  surrounding	
  this	
  topic;	
  understanding	
  the	
  many	
  facets	
  

of	
  student	
  success,	
  exploring	
  what	
  success	
  means	
  for	
  vocational	
  community	
  college	
  

students,	
  and	
  delving	
  into	
  the	
  barriers	
  to	
  degree	
  completion.	
  	
  

First,	
  it	
  is	
  important	
  to	
  understand	
  the	
  context	
  of	
  student	
  persistence	
  and	
  

success	
  as	
  defined	
  by	
  research	
  focuses	
  on	
  adult	
  learning	
  theory,	
  validity	
  theory,	
  

motivation,	
  barriers	
  to	
  success,	
  and	
  student	
  persistence.	
  	
  This	
  body	
  of	
  research	
  guides	
  

our	
  discussions	
  in	
  better	
  understanding	
  student	
  success	
  including	
  studies	
  focusing	
  on	
  

adult	
  learning	
  (Kiely,	
  Sandman,	
  &	
  Truluck,	
  2004;	
  Merriam,	
  2008),	
  validity	
  theory	
  

(Rendon,	
  1994;	
  Barnett,	
  2011),	
  student	
  motivation	
  (Houle,	
  1961;	
  Morstain	
  &	
  Smart	
  

1974;	
  deCharms	
  &	
  Muir,	
  1978;	
  Cross,	
  1981),	
  research	
  focusing	
  on	
  the	
  many	
  facets	
  of	
  

student	
  persistence	
  including	
  student	
  engagement	
  and	
  attainment	
  (Bean	
  1987;	
  Tinto,	
  

1993;	
  Pascarella	
  &	
  Terenzini,	
  1980a;	
  Robey,	
  2010;	
  and	
  Wayt,	
  2012)	
  will	
  also	
  be	
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discussed.	
  	
  Additionally,	
  some	
  of	
  the	
  barriers	
  students	
  face	
  include	
  dispositional,	
  

situational,	
  institutional	
  (Cross,	
  1981).	
  	
  	
  

Second,	
  the	
  literature	
  includes	
  a	
  disjointed	
  viewpoint	
  of	
  the	
  role	
  of	
  community	
  

college	
  vocational	
  students	
  and	
  their	
  inclusion	
  within	
  the	
  current	
  completion	
  debate.	
  As	
  

well	
  as	
  the	
  future	
  viability	
  of	
  the	
  American	
  middle	
  class	
  comprised	
  of	
  middle-­‐skilled	
  and	
  

credentialed	
  workers	
  (Grubb	
  1996;	
  Grubb	
  and	
  Lazerson	
  2004;	
  Bragg,	
  2001).	
  	
  Some	
  

assert	
  that	
  degree	
  completion	
  for	
  vocational	
  students	
  enrolled	
  at	
  our	
  nation’s	
  

community	
  colleges	
  is	
  tone-­‐deaf	
  to	
  the	
  goals	
  of	
  students	
  as	
  they	
  seek	
  greater	
  

employability	
  and	
  job	
  advancement	
  and	
  not	
  necessarily	
  an	
  academic	
  degree	
  (Carnevale,	
  

2000;	
  Cohen	
  &	
  Brawer,	
  1996;	
  Lohman,	
  2003,	
  2005).	
  	
  It	
  is	
  important	
  to	
  delve	
  into	
  this	
  

debate	
  in	
  order	
  to	
  better	
  understand	
  why	
  the	
  success	
  point	
  of	
  degree	
  completion	
  was	
  

chosen	
  for	
  this	
  dissertation.	
  	
  	
  

Third,	
  the	
  literature	
  reveals	
  the	
  multitude	
  of	
  completion	
  barriers	
  facing	
  

community	
  college	
  students.	
  	
  Current	
  barriers	
  range	
  from	
  gatekeeper	
  math	
  courses	
  

(Reyes,	
  2010),	
  lack	
  of	
  condensed	
  developmental	
  education	
  courses	
  (Sheldon,	
  2010),	
  and	
  

a	
  lack	
  of	
  preparation	
  for	
  demands	
  of	
  online	
  courses	
  (Aragon	
  &	
  Johnson,	
  2008).	
  	
  

Additional	
  barriers	
  include	
  working	
  while	
  attending	
  college	
  (Roska,	
  2010),	
  and	
  parental	
  

employment	
  and	
  educational	
  attainment	
  levels.	
  	
  The	
  role	
  of	
  faculty	
  is	
  further	
  reviewed	
  

to	
  assess	
  attitudes	
  and	
  encouragement	
  of	
  students	
  and	
  their	
  degree	
  attainment	
  (Cejda	
  

&	
  Rhodes,	
  2004).	
  	
  This	
  body	
  of	
  research	
  does	
  not	
  specifically	
  address	
  barriers	
  applicable	
  

to	
  only	
  vocational	
  students	
  at	
  community	
  college	
  but	
  those	
  barriers	
  that	
  are	
  of	
  concern	
  

to	
  most	
  community	
  college	
  students.	
  	
  The	
  literature	
  review	
  provides	
  research	
  upon	
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which	
  qualitative	
  research	
  questions	
  can	
  be	
  framed	
  in	
  order	
  to	
  ascertain	
  how	
  successful	
  

degree-­‐attaining	
  vocational	
  students	
  were	
  able	
  to	
  overcome	
  completion	
  barriers.	
  

Theoretical	
  Facets	
  of	
  Student	
  Success	
  

Understanding	
  the	
  many	
  facets	
  of	
  college	
  student	
  success	
  is	
  critical	
  to	
  a	
  more	
  

informed	
  study	
  of	
  the	
  phenomenon	
  that	
  leads	
  to	
  degree	
  attainment	
  of	
  vocational	
  

community	
  college	
  students.	
  	
  	
  

Adult	
  Learning	
  Theory:	
  	
  If	
  we	
  picture	
  the	
  conceptual	
  framework	
  of	
  this	
  research	
  

as	
  a	
  set	
  of	
  concentric	
  rings,	
  the	
  path	
  dependence	
  framework	
  is	
  the	
  outer	
  layer.	
  	
  This	
  

conceptual	
  theory	
  encompasses	
  the	
  larger	
  questions	
  of	
  this	
  research	
  regarding	
  how	
  and	
  

why	
  students	
  choose	
  to	
  complete	
  their	
  associate’s	
  degree.	
  	
  Within	
  that	
  framework,	
  

additional	
  theories	
  and	
  models	
  such	
  as	
  understanding	
  student	
  persistence,	
  motivation,	
  

and	
  the	
  multitude	
  of	
  barriers	
  students	
  face	
  help	
  us	
  to	
  better	
  understand	
  why	
  students	
  

make	
  certain	
  decisions.	
  	
  Another	
  important	
  facet	
  to	
  understanding	
  student	
  decisions	
  is	
  

how	
  students	
  learn	
  or	
  adult	
  learning	
  theory.	
  	
  	
  

As	
  the	
  primary	
  authors	
  who	
  discuss	
  adult	
  learning	
  theory	
  note,	
  there	
  is	
  no	
  one	
  

primary	
  adult	
  theory	
  that	
  can	
  succinctly	
  encapsulate	
  how	
  adults	
  learn.	
  	
  Merriam	
  (2008)	
  

describes	
  adult	
  learning	
  theory	
  as	
  an	
  “ever-­‐changing	
  mosaic”	
  in	
  that	
  the	
  components	
  of	
  

adult	
  learning	
  theory	
  are	
  constantly	
  changing.	
  	
  Adult	
  learning	
  theory	
  is	
  best	
  described	
  as	
  

how	
  adults	
  learn,	
  the	
  processes	
  by	
  which	
  they	
  learn,	
  their	
  interaction	
  with	
  their	
  

instructor,	
  and	
  the	
  larger	
  context	
  within	
  which	
  they	
  are	
  learning.	
  	
  Kiely,	
  Sandmann,	
  and	
  

Truluck	
  (2004)	
  discuss	
  these	
  four	
  lenses	
  of	
  adult	
  learning	
  building	
  upon	
  Merriam	
  and	
  

Caffarrela’s	
  (1999)	
  seminal	
  work	
  on	
  adult	
  learning.	
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Merriam	
  (2008)	
  emphasizes	
  that	
  building	
  upon	
  the	
  concept	
  of	
  transformational	
  

learning	
  (Mezirow,	
  1991)	
  has	
  led	
  to	
  greater	
  explorations	
  as	
  the	
  context	
  within	
  which	
  

adults	
  learn.	
  	
  Mezirow’s	
  concept	
  of	
  transformational	
  learning	
  is	
  summarized	
  by	
  his	
  focus	
  

on	
  the	
  event	
  (such	
  as	
  a	
  divorce,	
  death,	
  etc.)	
  that	
  redirected	
  the	
  thinking	
  of	
  the	
  student	
  

to	
  be	
  more	
  open	
  toward	
  higher	
  education.	
  	
  One	
  could	
  draw	
  a	
  parallel	
  between	
  the	
  

concept	
  of	
  path	
  dependence	
  theory	
  and	
  switching	
  paths	
  to	
  transformative	
  learning	
  and	
  

what	
  Mezirow	
  refers	
  to	
  as	
  “perspective	
  transformation”	
  (Kiely,	
  Sandmann,	
  &	
  Truluck	
  ,	
  

2004).	
  	
  	
  Currently,	
  more	
  attention	
  is	
  being	
  paid	
  to	
  the	
  complex	
  sociocultural	
  and	
  even	
  

spiritual	
  context	
  within	
  which	
  adults	
  learn.	
  	
  Merriam	
  (2008)	
  builds	
  upon	
  the	
  latest	
  

research	
  in	
  the	
  mind-­‐body	
  connection	
  as	
  well	
  as	
  an	
  increased	
  understanding	
  as	
  to	
  how	
  

spirituality	
  affects	
  adult	
  learning.	
  	
  	
  

Validation	
  Theory:	
  Validation	
  theory	
  has	
  also	
  been	
  used	
  as	
  a	
  theoretical	
  

framework	
  by	
  many	
  researchers	
  to	
  understand	
  how	
  first-­‐generation,	
  low-­‐income,	
  and	
  

immigrant	
  students	
  are	
  successful	
  in	
  a	
  college	
  environment	
  (Rendon	
  Linares	
  &	
  Munoz,	
  

2011).	
  	
  Community	
  college	
  students	
  are	
  on	
  average	
  non-­‐traditional	
  students	
  or	
  

returning	
  adults,	
  many	
  of	
  who	
  have	
  not	
  attended	
  college	
  or	
  school	
  of	
  any	
  kind	
  in	
  one	
  or	
  

more	
  decades.	
  	
  Validation	
  theory	
  allows	
  us	
  some	
  insight	
  as	
  to	
  how	
  adult	
  learners	
  may	
  

become	
  successful	
  learners	
  within	
  a	
  higher	
  education	
  environment	
  such	
  as	
  a	
  community	
  

college.	
  	
  During	
  a	
  study	
  of	
  traditional	
  and	
  non-­‐traditional	
  students	
  conducted	
  by	
  Rendon	
  

&	
  Jalomo	
  (1995):	
  

Traditional	
  students	
  generally	
  felt	
  confident	
  about	
  being	
  able	
  to	
  	
  

succeed	
  in	
  college,	
  many	
  of	
  the	
  nontraditional	
  students	
  did	
  not.	
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Involvement	
  in	
  college	
  did	
  not	
  come	
  easily	
  to	
  them,	
  and	
  depended	
  	
  

on	
  active	
  intervention	
  from	
  significant	
  others	
  (Barnett,	
  2011).	
  

This	
  theory	
  is	
  particularly	
  relevant	
  to	
  many	
  community	
  college	
  students	
  as	
  this	
  theory	
  

was	
  first	
  proposed	
  by	
  Rendon	
  (1994)	
  to	
  address	
  ways	
  in	
  which	
  first-­‐generation	
  and	
  low-­‐

income	
  college	
  students	
  could	
  be	
  successful.	
  	
  	
  

There	
  are	
  many	
  aspects	
  to	
  validation	
  theory	
  including	
  how	
  faculty	
  and	
  staff	
  can	
  

thoughtfully	
  create	
  opportunities	
  for	
  student	
  validation	
  of	
  learning	
  and	
  success.	
  	
  The	
  

primary	
  reason	
  for	
  the	
  inclusion	
  of	
  validation	
  theory	
  is	
  how	
  college	
  faculty	
  and	
  staff	
  

encourage	
  students	
  to	
  become	
  creators	
  of	
  knowledge	
  and	
  encourage	
  personal	
  growth	
  

within	
  the	
  college	
  setting	
  (Rendon	
  Linares	
  &	
  Munoz,	
  2011).	
  	
  Rendon	
  (1994)	
  outlines	
  

many	
  ways	
  in	
  which	
  faculty	
  and	
  staff	
  can	
  validate	
  the	
  ability,	
  potential,	
  and	
  scholarship	
  

of	
  students,	
  many	
  of	
  whom	
  do	
  not	
  receive	
  similar	
  validation	
  in	
  their	
  personal	
  lives.	
  	
  

Faculty	
  are	
  a	
  critical	
  component	
  of	
  a	
  student’s	
  success	
  through	
  their	
  encouragement,	
  

mentoring,	
  sharing	
  of	
  learning,	
  and	
  creating	
  opportunities	
  for	
  students	
  to	
  support	
  each	
  

other	
  (Rendon,	
  2011).	
  	
  For	
  example;	
  

faculty	
  build	
  supporting,	
  caring	
  relationships	
  with	
  students	
  and	
  allow	
  students	
  	
  

to	
  validate	
  each	
  other	
  and	
  to	
  build	
  a	
  social	
  network	
  through	
  activities	
  such	
  as	
  	
  

forming	
  study	
  groups	
  and	
  sharing	
  cell	
  phone	
  numbers	
  (2011).	
  

 
Validation	
  from	
  faculty	
  and	
  staff	
  throughout	
  the	
  College	
  can	
  be	
  incredibly	
  positive	
  

especially	
  if	
  it	
  is	
  delivered	
  early	
  in	
  a	
  student’s	
  college	
  experience.	
  

In	
  addition	
  to	
  adult	
  learning	
  and	
  validity	
  theories,	
  additional	
  exploration	
  of	
  

theories	
  and	
  models	
  include	
  understanding	
  student	
  persistence	
  and	
  engagement	
  (Tinto,	
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1975,	
  1987,	
  1993;	
  Bean,	
  1980;	
  Coleman,	
  1988;	
  Pascarella	
  &	
  Terenzini,	
  1980a;	
  Robey	
  

2010;	
  and	
  Wayt,	
  2012),	
  then	
  student	
  motivation	
  (Houle,	
  1961,	
  Morstain	
  &	
  Smart	
  1974;	
  

deCharms	
  &	
  Muir,	
  1978).	
  	
  Finally,	
  a	
  review	
  of	
  the	
  barrier	
  model	
  to	
  student	
  success	
  will	
  

be	
  discussed	
  (Cross,	
  1981).	
  	
  	
  

Student	
  Persistence:	
  For	
  the	
  purposes	
  of	
  this	
  dissertation,	
  it	
  is	
  important	
  to	
  

summarize	
  the	
  primary	
  models	
  pertaining	
  to	
  student	
  persistence,	
  although	
  Rendon	
  

(1994)	
  would	
  assert	
  that	
  validation	
  impacts	
  community	
  college	
  students	
  more	
  so	
  than	
  

student	
  involvement	
  and	
  integration	
  (Barnett,	
  2011).	
  	
  Two	
  primary	
  models	
  are	
  relevant	
  

to	
  this	
  discussion.	
  First,	
  Tinto’s	
  Interactionalist	
  Theory	
  (1993)	
  and	
  Bean’s	
  Student	
  

Attrition	
  Model	
  (1982).	
  	
  Tinto’s	
  theory	
  correlates	
  student	
  retention	
  with	
  that	
  of	
  the	
  level	
  

of	
  student	
  engagement	
  within	
  the	
  college.	
  	
  His	
  seminal	
  work	
  pertaining	
  to	
  persistence	
  

emphasized	
  that	
  student	
  persistence	
  is	
  not	
  an	
  easy	
  or	
  straightforward	
  problem	
  to	
  

remedy	
  (Tinto,	
  1987).	
  	
  	
  

Tinto’s	
  model	
  emphasizes	
  that	
  “other	
  things	
  being	
  equal,	
  the	
  lower	
  the	
  degree	
  

of	
  one’s	
  social	
  and	
  intellectual	
  integration	
  into	
  the	
  academic	
  and	
  social	
  communities	
  of	
  

the	
  college,	
  the	
  greater	
  the	
  likelihood	
  of	
  departure.”	
  (1993,	
  p.	
  115–116).	
  	
  Tinto’s	
  model	
  

is	
  particularly	
  difficult	
  to	
  align	
  with	
  the	
  non-­‐traditional,	
  first-­‐generation	
  community	
  

college	
  student	
  who	
  is	
  typically	
  working	
  full	
  or	
  part-­‐time,	
  has	
  family	
  obligations,	
  resides	
  

off-­‐campus,	
  and	
  rarely	
  has	
  the	
  time	
  or	
  interest	
  in	
  participating	
  in	
  college	
  activities.	
  	
  

Finally,	
  Barnett	
  (2011)	
  studied	
  how	
  faculty	
  validation	
  impacted	
  both	
  persistence	
  and	
  

integration	
  building	
  upon	
  Tinto	
  (1993)	
  and	
  Rendon’s	
  (1994)	
  models.	
  	
  Her	
  conclusion	
  was	
  

that	
  for	
  men	
  and	
  women,	
  younger	
  and	
  older	
  students	
  as	
  well	
  as	
  Hispanics,	
  faculty	
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validation	
  increased	
  rates	
  of	
  persistence	
  and	
  integration.	
  	
  The	
  results	
  were	
  less	
  clear	
  for	
  

students	
  of	
  color	
  other	
  than	
  Hispanic	
  students	
  (Barnett,	
  2011).	
  

	
  Bean	
  (1982)	
  drew	
  a	
  parallel	
  between	
  student	
  persistence	
  and	
  that	
  of	
  workplace	
  

attrition	
  and	
  encouraged	
  colleges	
  to	
  treat	
  students	
  similarly	
  as	
  to	
  how	
  they	
  would	
  treat	
  

an	
  employee	
  they	
  wish	
  to	
  retain.	
  	
  Multiple	
  authors	
  have	
  built	
  upon	
  Tinto	
  and	
  Bean’s	
  

theories	
  (Pascarella	
  &	
  Terenzini,	
  1980a)	
  as	
  summarized	
  by	
  Bragg	
  (1996),	
  Robey	
  (2010),	
  

Wayt	
  (2012),	
  Paulson	
  (2012).	
  	
  Bragg	
  (1996)	
  provides	
  an	
  overview	
  of	
  the	
  persistence	
  

research	
  in	
  the	
  early	
  1990’s	
  that	
  underscores	
  the	
  finding	
  that	
  persistence	
  increases	
  as	
  

students	
  enroll	
  full-­‐time,	
  work	
  less,	
  and	
  are	
  younger	
  with	
  fewer	
  family	
  demands	
  (p.	
  1).	
  	
  

Wayt	
  (2012)	
  built	
  upon	
  Tinto’s	
  (1993)	
  theory	
  to	
  delve	
  more	
  deeply	
  into	
  not	
  only	
  student	
  

relationships	
  on	
  campus	
  but	
  those	
  off-­‐campus,	
  concluding	
  that	
  students	
  tended	
  to	
  

weigh	
  more	
  heavily	
  off-­‐campus	
  relationships	
  when	
  making	
  decisions	
  pertaining	
  to	
  

persistence.	
  	
  	
  

Robey	
  (2010)	
  also	
  referenced	
  Tinto’s	
  theory	
  of	
  student	
  persistence	
  in	
  order	
  to	
  

ascertain	
  the	
  dynamics	
  surrounding	
  female	
  community	
  college	
  transfer	
  students	
  to	
  a	
  

four-­‐year	
  university.	
  	
  During	
  her	
  discussion	
  of	
  the	
  findings,	
  Robey	
  (2010)	
  noted	
  that,	
  

“the	
  participants	
  who	
  were	
  married,	
  had	
  children,	
  or	
  were	
  older	
  than	
  the	
  traditional	
  age	
  

college	
  students	
  felt	
  more	
  disconnected	
  with	
  the	
  other	
  students	
  and	
  the	
  campus	
  in	
  

general”	
  (p.	
  97).	
  	
  Additional	
  research	
  pertaining	
  to	
  the	
  many	
  facets	
  of	
  persistence	
  will	
  be	
  

explored	
  later	
  in	
  this	
  chapter	
  during	
  the	
  discussion	
  about	
  the	
  effects	
  of	
  employment	
  and	
  

family	
  upon	
  persistence.	
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Motivation:	
  	
  The	
  question	
  of	
  the	
  role	
  of	
  motivation	
  is	
  important	
  to	
  this	
  research.	
  	
  

Student	
  motivation	
  for	
  learning	
  can	
  be	
  categorized	
  in	
  three	
  distinct	
  areas,	
  goal-­‐oriented,	
  

activity-­‐oriented,	
  and	
  learning-­‐oriented	
  (Houle,	
  1961).	
  	
  Additional	
  motivational	
  research	
  

categorizes	
  adult	
  learners	
  into	
  six	
  factors	
  ranging	
  from	
  social	
  relationships,	
  to	
  

professional	
  advancement	
  to	
  external	
  expectations	
  (Morstain	
  &	
  Smart,	
  1974).	
  	
  	
  

Another	
  pertinent	
  motivational	
  model	
  is	
  referred	
  to	
  as	
  Chain-­‐of-­‐Response	
  (COR).	
  	
  

This	
  model	
  describes	
  the	
  intrinsic	
  and	
  external	
  pressures	
  students	
  face	
  as	
  they	
  move	
  

into	
  education	
  and	
  participate	
  as	
  a	
  productive	
  student	
  (deCharms	
  &	
  Muir,	
  1978).	
  	
  	
  A	
  

relevant	
  component	
  of	
  this	
  model	
  speaks	
  to	
  the	
  influence	
  of	
  external	
  factors	
  on	
  

students,	
  	
  

the	
  elimination	
  of	
  external	
  barriers,	
  however,	
  will	
  do	
  nothing	
  for	
  	
  

the	
  individual	
  whose	
  weak	
  positive	
  forces	
  for	
  participation	
  were	
  	
  

wiped	
  out	
  by	
  the	
  strength	
  of	
  negative	
  forces	
  encountered	
  before	
  	
  

he	
  reached	
  opportunities	
  and	
  barriers”	
  (Cross,	
  1981,	
  p.	
  129).	
  	
  	
  

As	
  we	
  see	
  in	
  the	
  literature,	
  students	
  face	
  a	
  myriad	
  of	
  internal	
  and	
  external	
  factors	
  that	
  

discourage	
  and	
  delay	
  as	
  well	
  as	
  encourage	
  and	
  empower.	
  	
  These	
  influences	
  impact	
  the	
  

dominant	
  path	
  students	
  will	
  choose	
  while	
  in	
  college,	
  therefore	
  the	
  role	
  of	
  motivation	
  

will	
  be	
  considered	
  when	
  framing	
  interview	
  questions.	
  	
  

	
   Barrier	
  Model:	
  In	
  addition,	
  what	
  will	
  be	
  referred	
  to	
  as	
  the	
  barrier	
  model	
  will	
  be	
  

used	
  to	
  better	
  understand	
  the	
  histories	
  and	
  experiences	
  of	
  students	
  interviewed	
  and	
  

lead	
  to	
  questions	
  surrounding	
  how	
  students	
  overcame	
  these	
  barriers	
  and	
  completed	
  

their	
  degrees.	
  	
  Cross	
  (1981)	
  describes	
  three	
  distinct	
  types	
  of	
  barriers	
  for	
  student	
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persistence	
  based	
  on	
  the	
  1974	
  Commission	
  on	
  Non-­‐Traditional	
  Study	
  (analyzed	
  by	
  Carp,	
  

Peterson,	
  &	
  Roelfs,	
  1974),	
  which	
  include	
  situational,	
  institutional,	
  and	
  dispositional	
  

barriers	
  to	
  completion.	
  	
  	
  Lohman	
  (2003)	
  also	
  referenced	
  these	
  barriers	
  to	
  frame	
  her	
  

quantitative	
  study	
  regarding	
  why	
  community	
  college	
  students	
  do	
  not	
  complete	
  their	
  

programs.	
  	
  	
  

The	
  barrier	
  model	
  consists	
  of	
  three	
  primary	
  components;	
  situational,	
  

institutional,	
  and	
  dispositional	
  barriers.	
  	
  Situational	
  barriers	
  may	
  include	
  lack	
  of	
  

transportation	
  to	
  college,	
  insufficient	
  childcare,	
  and/or	
  cost	
  of	
  tuition,	
  fees,	
  and	
  or	
  

books	
  (Cross,	
  1981,	
  p.	
  99).	
  	
  Institutional	
  barriers	
  may	
  include	
  courses	
  offered	
  at	
  an	
  

inconvenient	
  time,	
  not	
  enough	
  information	
  about	
  courses,	
  or	
  other	
  administrative	
  or	
  

bureaucratic	
  requirements.	
  	
  Dispositional	
  barriers	
  may	
  include	
  low	
  confidence,	
  and	
  lack	
  

of	
  self-­‐motivation.	
  	
  Lohman	
  (2003)	
  also	
  referenced	
  trade-­‐related	
  barriers	
  (Shelton,	
  

1984)	
  however	
  for	
  the	
  purposes	
  of	
  this	
  research	
  the	
  dynamic	
  of	
  not	
  completing	
  college	
  

for	
  employment	
  or	
  what	
  some	
  refer	
  to	
  as	
  a	
  job-­‐out,	
  parlays	
  appropriately	
  within	
  the	
  

situational	
  barriers	
  framework.	
  

When	
  constructing	
  the	
  research	
  approach	
  the	
  theories	
  and	
  models	
  discussed	
  will	
  

be	
  interwoven	
  throughout	
  the	
  questions	
  and	
  interview	
  discussions	
  in	
  order	
  to	
  

understand	
  the	
  factors	
  students	
  overcame	
  when	
  moving	
  to	
  the	
  optimal	
  path	
  of	
  degree	
  

completion.	
  	
  For	
  example,	
  whether	
  or	
  not	
  those	
  interviewed	
  are	
  first	
  generation	
  college	
  

students	
  were	
  among	
  the	
  demographic	
  questions	
  initially	
  discussed	
  in	
  the	
  pre-­‐interview	
  

questionnaire.	
  	
  Within	
  the	
  path	
  dependence	
  framework,	
  interview	
  questions	
  were	
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developed	
  with	
  the	
  understanding	
  of	
  the	
  models	
  of	
  persistence,	
  motivation,	
  internal	
  

and	
  external	
  motivators,	
  as	
  well	
  as	
  situational,	
  institutional,	
  and	
  dispositional	
  barriers.	
  	
  

	
   Defining	
  Success	
  for	
  Community	
  College	
  Vocational	
  Students	
  

This	
  section	
  of	
  the	
  literature	
  review	
  will	
  discuss	
  the	
  different	
  definitions	
  of	
  

success	
  for	
  vocational	
  community	
  college	
  students.	
  	
  This	
  section	
  underscores	
  the	
  

reasons	
  why	
  this	
  research	
  focuses	
  on	
  one	
  point	
  of	
  student	
  success	
  and	
  that	
  is,	
  degree	
  

completion	
  for	
  vocational	
  students.	
  	
  The	
  effort	
  to	
  more	
  clearly	
  define	
  degree	
  

completion	
  as	
  a	
  measure	
  of	
  success	
  for	
  all	
  community	
  college	
  students,	
  specifically	
  

vocational	
  students,	
  in	
  today’s	
  environment	
  involves	
  reconciling	
  with	
  the	
  past	
  traditions	
  

of	
  vocational	
  education	
  where	
  students	
  were	
  trained	
  to	
  master	
  skills	
  in	
  technical	
  areas,	
  

and	
  to	
  not	
  necessarily	
  focus	
  on	
  soft-­‐skills,	
  academic	
  courses,	
  or	
  a	
  degree.	
  	
  	
  

For	
  many	
  vocational	
  community	
  college	
  students,	
  their	
  education	
  consists	
  of	
  the	
  

transfer	
  of	
  technical	
  skills	
  from	
  instructor	
  to	
  student	
  (Grubb,	
  1996).	
  	
  The	
  value	
  of	
  this	
  

technical	
  education	
  to	
  students	
  and	
  the	
  workplace	
  is	
  at	
  the	
  center	
  of	
  the	
  first	
  segment	
  

of	
  this	
  literature	
  review.	
  	
  For	
  example,	
  some	
  assert	
  that	
  employer	
  demand	
  for	
  

vocational	
  education	
  students	
  with	
  short-­‐term	
  skills	
  based	
  training	
  is	
  valuable	
  but	
  may	
  

undermine	
  community	
  college	
  completion	
  rates	
  (Blackman,	
  2009;	
  Van	
  Noy	
  &	
  Jacobs,	
  

2009).	
  	
  	
  

The	
  Complex	
  Definition	
  of	
  Success	
  for	
  Vocational	
  Students:	
  Lohman’s	
  (2005)	
  

research	
  sheds	
  light	
  on	
  the	
  points	
  during	
  which	
  students	
  leave	
  their	
  program	
  and	
  the	
  

contributions	
  that	
  led	
  to	
  their	
  departure.	
  	
  Her	
  research	
  assists	
  with	
  our	
  understanding	
  of	
  

the	
  dominant	
  path	
  for	
  many	
  vocational	
  community	
  college	
  students.	
  	
  Lohman’s	
  research	
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points	
  to	
  the	
  phenomenon	
  that	
  adult	
  learners	
  who	
  enter	
  into	
  vocational	
  education	
  

programs	
  do	
  so	
  because	
  they	
  want	
  to	
  obtain	
  a	
  certain	
  set	
  of	
  skills	
  necessary	
  for	
  

employment	
  or	
  professional	
  advancement,	
  not	
  necessarily	
  academic	
  courses.	
  	
  Of	
  those	
  

students	
  surveyed	
  by	
  Lohman,	
  56%	
  indicated	
  that	
  once	
  they	
  met	
  those	
  self-­‐established	
  

employment	
  goals	
  they	
  saw	
  no	
  reason	
  to	
  stay	
  and	
  complete	
  their	
  certificate	
  or	
  degree.	
  	
  

Not	
  surprisingly,	
  employment	
  prospects	
  and	
  the	
  urgency	
  to	
  finish	
  was	
  most	
  pressing	
  

upon	
  unemployed	
  students	
  who	
  left	
  college	
  for	
  employment	
  after	
  increasing	
  their	
  

vocational	
  skills.	
  	
  Lohman’s	
  (2005)	
  research	
  suggests	
  another	
  valid	
  manner,	
  short	
  of	
  a	
  

full-­‐degree,	
  in	
  which	
  to	
  measure	
  students	
  leaving	
  early	
  for	
  employment	
  as	
  a	
  marker	
  of	
  

community	
  college’s	
  success,	
  while	
  helping	
  students	
  meet	
  their	
  self-­‐established	
  goals	
  of	
  

employability.	
  	
  	
  

The	
  Role	
  of	
  the	
  Employer	
  and	
  Short	
  –Term	
  Training:	
  There	
  remains	
  a	
  lack	
  of	
  

consensus	
  about	
  whether	
  or	
  not	
  employers	
  are	
  even	
  looking	
  for	
  students	
  with	
  degrees	
  

or	
  seeking	
  short-­‐term	
  skills-­‐based	
  training.	
  	
  Zeiss	
  (1999-­‐2000)	
  wrote:	
  	
  

Every	
  community	
  is	
  crying	
  out	
  for	
  more	
  skilled	
  and	
  productive	
  workers,	
  	
  

and	
  businesses	
  and	
  trade	
  associations	
  are	
  scrambling	
  to	
  develop	
  dependable	
  	
  

sources	
  for	
  providing	
  new	
  workers.	
  Employers	
  are	
  equally	
  concerned	
  about	
  	
  

keeping	
  existing	
  workers	
  trained	
  with	
  the	
  skills	
  needed	
  to	
  be	
  more	
  productive	
  

(Zeiss,	
  1999-­‐2000,	
  p.	
  48).	
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Community	
  and	
  employer	
  collaboration	
  is	
  a	
  central	
  mission	
  function	
  for	
  most	
  

community	
  colleges	
  hence	
  the	
  growth	
  of	
  continuing	
  education,	
  contract	
  training,	
  and	
  

economic	
  development/workforce	
  training	
  programs	
  (Cohen	
  &	
  Brawer,	
  2003).	
  	
  	
  

Orr	
  (2001)	
  outlines	
  the	
  various	
  types	
  of	
  employer-­‐driven	
  partnerships	
  with	
  

community	
  colleges	
  that	
  focus	
  on	
  skills-­‐based	
  training	
  and	
  not	
  necessarily	
  the	
  granting	
  

of	
  vocational	
  degrees.	
  	
  Orr’s	
  work	
  details	
  the	
  complexities	
  of	
  the	
  nation’s	
  workforce	
  

development	
  system	
  as	
  it	
  pertains	
  to	
  community	
  colleges.	
  	
  Questions	
  arise	
  from	
  both	
  

Lohman	
  (2005)	
  and	
  Orr	
  (2001)	
  as	
  to	
  how	
  employers	
  and	
  community	
  colleges	
  can	
  

mutually	
  benefit	
  from	
  this	
  type	
  of	
  training,	
  and	
  whether	
  or	
  not	
  students	
  are	
  losing	
  out	
  

on	
  long-­‐term	
  increased	
  earnings	
  and	
  greater	
  job	
  security.	
  

The	
  Myth	
  Behind	
  Job-­‐Outs:	
  Beyond	
  Lohman’s	
  (2005)	
  research	
  that	
  directly	
  asked	
  

vocational	
  students	
  about	
  the	
  reasons	
  for	
  their	
  early	
  departure,	
  skepticism	
  remains	
  as	
  

to	
  the	
  wide-­‐spread	
  validity	
  of	
  the	
  argument	
  that	
  students	
  are	
  leaving	
  early	
  due	
  to	
  

gaining	
  employment.	
  	
  Many	
  community	
  colleges	
  are	
  ill	
  equipped	
  to	
  definitively	
  illustrate	
  

that	
  their	
  vocational	
  students	
  are	
  leaving	
  early	
  due	
  to	
  employment	
  (Grubb	
  1996,	
  2001).	
  	
  

Reasons	
  vary	
  from	
  community	
  colleges	
  lacking	
  institutional	
  research	
  staff	
  to	
  their	
  state’s	
  

employment	
  data	
  lagging	
  years	
  behind	
  student	
  departures	
  (Azari,	
  1996).	
  Furthermore,	
  

the	
  connection	
  between	
  student	
  departure	
  and	
  employment	
  status	
  is	
  inconsistent	
  

across	
  the	
  nation	
  (Laanan	
  &	
  Sanchez,	
  1998).	
  	
  	
  

Regardless	
  of	
  the	
  reason,	
  community	
  colleges	
  would	
  be	
  better	
  served	
  to	
  not	
  cite	
  

employment	
  as	
  a	
  primary	
  reason	
  for	
  non-­‐completion	
  of	
  the	
  majority	
  of	
  their	
  vocational	
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Appendix	
  B	
  
Pre-­‐Interview	
  Questionnaire	
  	
  

	
  
Pre-­‐Interview	
  Questionnaire	
  	
  

	
  
Thank	
  you	
  for	
  your	
  interest	
  in	
  my	
  dissertation	
  research	
  which	
  is	
  focused	
  on	
  how	
  and	
  
why	
  community	
  college	
  students	
  enrolled	
  in	
  technical	
  programs	
  complete	
  their	
  
associate’s	
  degree.	
  	
  The	
  first	
  of	
  the	
  two-­‐part	
  interview	
  is	
  this	
  demographic	
  information	
  
sheet.	
  	
  Please	
  take	
  a	
  few	
  moments	
  to	
  fill	
  out	
  this	
  from.	
  Again,	
  this	
  process	
  is	
  strictly	
  
voluntary	
  so	
  if	
  you	
  do	
  not	
  feel	
  comfortable	
  answering	
  any	
  questions	
  please	
  skip	
  it	
  and	
  
proceed	
  to	
  the	
  next	
  question.	
  	
  	
  

Demographic	
  information:	
  Please	
  complete	
  the	
  following	
  information:	
  	
  

Gender:	
  M	
  /	
  F	
   	
   	
   	
  

Age:	
  _____	
  

Ethnicity:	
  ______________	
  

Employment	
  Status	
  (unemployed/working	
  part	
  or	
  full-­‐time):	
  
_______________________	
  

Are	
  you	
  a	
  Veteran:	
  	
  Yes/	
  No	
  

	
  

Current	
  graduation	
  plan:	
  Please	
  note	
  which	
  degree	
  you	
  will	
  be	
  awarded	
  at	
  graduation	
  
(for	
  example,	
  Associate	
  of	
  Technology	
  Degree,	
  Welding	
  
Technology):_______________________	
  

	
  

Barriers	
  to	
  success:	
  When	
  reflecting	
  upon	
  your	
  college	
  work,	
  please	
  check	
  all	
  areas	
  
below	
  that	
  have	
  been	
  barriers,	
  stumbling	
  blocks,	
  or	
  areas	
  of	
  frustration	
  to	
  you.	
  If	
  you	
  
run	
  out	
  of	
  room,	
  please	
  free	
  to	
  write	
  on	
  the	
  back	
  of	
  this	
  sheet	
  of	
  paper.	
  	
  	
  

� Personal	
  Finances	
  (for	
  example,	
  not	
  enough	
  financial	
  aid)	
  
� Employment	
  Status	
  (for	
  example,	
  working	
  too	
  many	
  hours	
  or	
  unemployed)	
  
� Racial	
  and/or	
  Gender	
  Discrimination	
  
� Math	
  Courses	
  
� Online	
  Courses	
  
� Pre-­‐college	
  or	
  Developmental	
  Academic	
  Courses	
  
� Faculty,	
  (please	
  provide	
  an	
  example):	
  

_____________________________________________	
  
� Administration/College	
  Bureaucracy	
  (please	
  provide	
  an	
  

example):_______________________	
  
� Lack	
  of	
  Knowledge	
  about	
  College	
  Processes	
  (example	
  please):	
  

__________________________	
  
� No	
  One	
  in	
  Your	
  Family	
  Attended	
  College	
  	
  



	
  
	
  

148	
  	
  

� Childcare	
  
� Public	
  Assistance/Unemployed	
  
� Personal	
  Life	
  Changes	
  (for	
  example,	
  death,	
  birth,	
  marriage,	
  divorce,	
  separating	
  

from	
  the	
  military),	
  please	
  provide	
  an	
  example:	
  
_________________________________________	
  

� Lack	
  of	
  Motivation	
  
� Employment	
  Offer	
  	
  
� Promotion	
  Offer	
  at	
  Current	
  Employer	
  

	
  

Please	
  note	
  any	
  other	
  barriers	
  that	
  you	
  would	
  like	
  to	
  note	
  prior	
  to	
  the	
  
interview?_______________________________________________________________
______	
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Appendix	
  C	
  
Interview	
  Protocol	
  Worksheet	
  for	
  Students	
  	
  

	
  
	
  
Date:	
  
Location:	
  	
  
Interview:	
  	
   Amy	
  Goings,	
  MPA	
  
Interviewee:	
  	
  
	
  
Instructions	
  for	
  the	
  Interviewer:	
  	
  	
  
Introduce	
  yourself	
  as	
  Amy	
  Goings,	
  doctoral	
  candidate	
  at	
  the	
  University	
  of	
  Nebraska	
  
Lincoln	
  and	
  administrator	
  at	
  another	
  two-­‐year	
  college	
  in	
  Washington	
  State.	
  My	
  doctoral	
  
research	
  is	
  focused	
  on	
  understanding	
  from	
  students	
  like	
  you	
  completed	
  your	
  associate’s	
  
degree	
  while	
  most	
  of	
  your	
  peers	
  do	
  not.	
  	
  	
  
	
  
Thank	
  you	
  for	
  returning	
  the	
  pre-­‐interview	
  questionnaire.	
  	
  My	
  goal	
  for	
  today	
  is	
  to	
  ask	
  you	
  
some	
  questions	
  aimed	
  at	
  understanding	
  your	
  experience	
  here	
  at	
  “Community	
  College”	
  
and	
  some	
  of	
  the	
  reasons	
  for	
  your	
  success	
  in	
  completing	
  your	
  associate’s	
  degree	
  in	
  
________	
  program.	
  	
  After	
  completing	
  this	
  interview	
  I	
  may	
  have	
  some	
  follow-­‐up	
  
questions	
  which	
  I	
  will	
  contact	
  you	
  via	
  telephone	
  if	
  necessary.	
  	
  	
  
	
  
I	
  also	
  wanted	
  to	
  explain	
  to	
  you	
  that	
  your	
  name	
  will	
  not	
  be	
  used	
  in	
  my	
  study	
  or	
  in	
  my	
  
notes.	
  	
  I	
  will	
  assign	
  you	
  a	
  pseudonym	
  for	
  reference	
  purposes	
  so	
  while	
  I	
  will	
  quote	
  you	
  
and	
  incorporate	
  your	
  feedback	
  I	
  will	
  not	
  use	
  your	
  name	
  or	
  the	
  names	
  of	
  the	
  individuals	
  
referenced	
  by	
  you.	
  	
  	
  
	
  
One	
  final	
  note,	
  I	
  will	
  be	
  taking	
  active	
  notes	
  during	
  this	
  session	
  as	
  well	
  as	
  tape-­‐recording	
  
this	
  session	
  so	
  feel	
  free	
  to	
  talk	
  freely	
  and	
  not	
  worry	
  about	
  me	
  keeping	
  up.	
  	
  
	
  
Icebreaker	
  question:	
  	
  	
  
Congratulations	
  on	
  nearly	
  completing	
  your	
  associate’s	
  degree,	
  you	
  must	
  be	
  very	
  proud.	
  	
  	
  

	
  
1. Can	
  you	
  share	
  with	
  me	
  if	
  there	
  were	
  times	
  in	
  your	
  college	
  career	
  that	
  academic	
  

barriers	
  were	
  at	
  a	
  level	
  where	
  you	
  questioned	
  whether	
  or	
  not	
  you	
  would	
  
succeed?	
  	
  
	
  
A. Prompt:	
  Did	
  you	
  take	
  pre-­‐college	
  or	
  remedial	
  courses?	
  	
  	
  

Were	
  they	
  easy	
  or	
  difficult?	
  	
  	
  
Were	
  they	
  a	
  barrier	
  for	
  you?	
  If	
  so,	
  why?	
  	
  	
  
How	
  did	
  you	
  get	
  through	
  these	
  courses?	
  
	
  

B. Prompt:	
  Was	
  there	
  a	
  particular	
  academic	
  or	
  technical	
  course	
  that	
  was	
  
difficult	
  for	
  you?	
  	
  	
  
Which	
  one?	
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Why	
  did	
  you	
  think	
  it	
  was	
  so	
  difficult?	
  	
  	
  
How	
  did	
  you	
  get	
  through	
  the	
  course?	
  
	
  

C. Prompt:	
  Were	
  there	
  particular	
  staff	
  or	
  faculty	
  that	
  you	
  felt	
  were	
  not	
  helpful	
  
to	
  you?	
  If	
  so,	
  why?	
  	
  	
  
Can	
  you	
  give	
  me	
  an	
  example?	
  	
  
	
  

D. Prompt:	
  Conversely,	
  tell	
  me	
  more	
  about	
  those	
  faculty,	
  staff	
  who	
  were	
  a	
  
positive	
  influence	
  for	
  you.	
  
Did	
  these	
  faculty	
  stress	
  to	
  you	
  the	
  importance	
  of	
  attaining	
  your	
  degree?	
  	
  	
  
Were	
  there	
  other	
  staff/faculty	
  who	
  stressed	
  the	
  importance	
  of	
  your	
  degree	
  
versus	
  a	
  certificate?	
  	
  Could	
  you	
  provide	
  an	
  example	
  for	
  me?	
  
	
  

E. Prompt:	
  Did	
  you	
  feel	
  as	
  if	
  you	
  were	
  ready	
  or	
  oriented	
  to	
  start	
  college?	
  	
  	
  
Did	
  you	
  attend	
  orientation?	
  	
  Was	
  it	
  helpful?	
  	
  
Can	
  you	
  provide	
  me	
  with	
  some	
  examples	
  of	
  how	
  the	
  orientation	
  was	
  helpful	
  
or	
  not?	
  	
  
	
  

F. Prompt:	
  	
  Were	
  there	
  resources	
  on	
  campus	
  that	
  were	
  made	
  available	
  to	
  you	
  
that	
  you	
  feel	
  were	
  critical	
  to	
  you	
  are	
  ability	
  to	
  stay	
  in	
  college	
  and	
  complete	
  
you	
  degree?	
  	
  For	
  example,	
  childcare,	
  etc.	
  	
  
	
   	
   	
  

2. Was	
  there	
  a	
  critical	
  point	
  in	
  your	
  college	
  career	
  that	
  you	
  believe	
  helped	
  you	
  
switched	
  paths	
  toward	
  completing	
  your	
  degree?	
  	
  	
  
A. Prompt:	
  A	
  particular	
  incident?	
  	
  Course?	
  Instructor?	
  	
  	
  
B. Prompt:	
  Or	
  a	
  personal	
  incident-­‐which	
  you	
  may	
  or	
  may	
  not	
  want	
  to	
  share	
  

given	
  your	
  comfort	
  level?	
  
	
  

3. Additional	
  questions	
  (if	
  time	
  and	
  if	
  relevant	
  to	
  the	
  student’s	
  experience):	
  Did	
  you	
  
take	
  an	
  online	
  course	
  during	
  your	
  college	
  career?	
  	
  
A. Prompt:	
  If	
  so,	
  which	
  course?	
  
B. Prompt:	
  How	
  did	
  the	
  course	
  go	
  for	
  you?	
  	
  Were	
  you	
  satisfied	
  with	
  your	
  

performance	
  and	
  final	
  grade?	
  
C. Prompt:	
  Did	
  you	
  receive	
  adequate	
  instructional	
  support	
  from	
  the	
  instructor	
  

and	
  college?	
  	
  	
  
D. Prompt:	
  Which	
  strategies	
  did	
  you	
  use	
  to	
  successfully	
  complete	
  the	
  course?	
  

	
  
4. Were	
  you	
  engaged	
  in	
  college	
  activities?	
  	
  If	
  so,	
  can	
  you	
  please	
  describe	
  them	
  for	
  

me?	
  	
  	
  
A. Prompt:	
  Looking	
  back	
  do	
  you	
  believe	
  those	
  college	
  activities	
  helped	
  or	
  

slowed	
  your	
  academic	
  studies?	
  	
  Can	
  you	
  provide	
  a	
  specific	
  example	
  to	
  
support	
  your	
  answer?	
  

	
  
5. Did	
  you	
  work	
  on	
  campus	
  during	
  your	
  time	
  at	
  college?	
  	
  



	
  
	
  

151	
  	
  

A. Prompt:	
  Could	
  you	
  describe	
  your	
  on-­‐campus	
  job?	
  For	
  example	
  was	
  it	
  work-­‐
study?	
  	
  Internship?	
  

B. Prompt:	
  Looking	
  back	
  do	
  you	
  believe	
  those	
  college	
  activities	
  helped	
  or	
  
slowed	
  your	
  academic	
  studies?	
  Can	
  you	
  provide	
  a	
  specific	
  example	
  to	
  
support	
  your	
  answer?	
  

C. Prompt:	
  Was	
  this	
  on-­‐campus	
  job	
  your	
  only	
  employment?	
  
	
  

6. Is	
  there	
  any	
  other	
  college	
  experience	
  that	
  you	
  would	
  like	
  to	
  share	
  with	
  me	
  that	
  
you	
  believe	
  influenced	
  your	
  ability	
  to	
  obtain	
  your	
  degree?	
  	
  
	
  

7. Do	
  you	
  have	
  any	
  questions	
  for	
  me?	
  	
  
	
  
	
  
Thank	
  you	
  again	
  for	
  your	
  time.	
  	
  I	
  may	
  have	
  follow-­‐up	
  questions	
  for	
  you	
  and	
  if	
  I	
  do	
  I	
  may	
  
call	
  and	
  or	
  email	
  you	
  if	
  I	
  need	
  anything	
  clarified.	
  	
  Also,	
  you	
  are	
  free	
  to	
  email	
  me	
  any	
  
additional	
  thoughts	
  or	
  questions	
  that	
  you	
  may	
  have.	
  	
  I	
  greatly	
  appreciate	
  your	
  time	
  and	
  
willingness	
  to	
  talk	
  with	
  me.	
  	
  As	
  a	
  token	
  of	
  my	
  appreciation	
  here	
  is	
  a	
  gift	
  card	
  for	
  your	
  
use.	
  	
  
	
  
Thank	
  you.	
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Appendix	
  D	
  
	
  

Crosswalk	
  Among	
  Research	
  Questions	
  and	
  Pre-­‐Interview	
  Questionnaire,	
  	
  
And	
  Interview	
  Protocol	
  

	
   	
   	
  
	
   	
   	
  

Research	
  Question/Sub	
  Questions	
   Pre-­‐Interview	
  Questionnaire	
  	
   Interview	
  Protocol	
  

	
   	
   	
  
1.	
  Grand	
  Tour	
  Question:	
  How	
  did	
  students	
  overcome	
  
known	
  barriers	
  and	
  attained	
  their	
  associate’s	
  degree?	
   2	
   1;	
  2;	
  6	
  	
  

	
   	
   	
  A.	
  Employment	
   1.D;	
  3.B;	
  3.A;	
  3.L;	
  3.O;	
  3.P	
   5;	
  5.A;	
  5.B;	
  5.C;	
  6	
  

	
   	
   	
  B.	
  First-­‐generation/lack	
  of	
  readiness	
   3.I;	
  3.J	
   1.E;	
  6	
  

	
   	
   	
  

C.	
  Balancing	
  family	
  demands	
  	
   1.A;	
  1.B;	
  3.K	
   2.B;	
  6	
  

	
   	
   	
  

D.	
  Academic	
  barriers	
  	
   3.C;	
  3.D;	
  3.E;	
  3.F;	
  3.G;	
  3.H;	
  3.I	
  

1.A;	
  1.B;	
  1.C;	
  1.D;	
  	
  
1.F;	
  3;	
  3.A;	
  3.B;	
  	
  
3.C;	
  3.D;	
  4;	
  4.A;	
  6	
  

	
   	
   	
  E.	
  Other	
  experiences	
   1.C;	
  1.E;	
  C.3;	
  3.M;	
  3.N	
   2.A;	
  2.B;	
  6	
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Appendix	
  E	
  
	
  

	
   Representation	
  of	
  How	
  Study	
  Participants	
  Overcame	
  Completion	
  Barriers	
  
	
  
	
  
	
   	
  

Critical	
  Switch	
  	
   è Enter	
  
Com
muni
ty	
  
Colle
ge	
  	
  

Barriers	
  to	
  overcome	
  while	
  
attending	
  community	
  
college	
  

è Experiences/	
  factors	
  identified	
  
by	
  students	
  to	
  overcome	
  
barriers	
  and	
  complete	
  
associate's	
  degree	
  

è Graduation	
  and	
  
additional	
  
education	
  

(Death,	
  divorce,	
  separation	
  from	
  
military,	
  unemployment,	
  
overcoming	
  addiction,	
  family	
  
expectations,	
  professional	
  
advancement)	
  

	
   	
  

1.	
  Employment	
  pressures	
  	
  

	
  

1.	
  Work	
  around	
  employment	
  
schedule	
  (study	
  early	
  or	
  late,	
  
while	
  at	
  lunch);	
  work	
  with	
  
employer	
  to	
  allow	
  flexibility;	
  GI	
  
Bill,	
  scholarships,	
  paid	
  
internship,	
  work	
  at	
  college/	
  
work	
  in	
  intervals	
  

	
  

Faculty	
  as	
  degree	
  
completion	
  
champions;	
  
industry/	
  
professional	
  
expectations;	
  two-­‐
four	
  year	
  
collaboration	
  

	
   	
   	
  

2.	
  Readiness	
  (first	
  
generation,	
  orientation,	
  
engagement)	
  

	
  

2.	
  Meaningful	
  engagement;	
  
with	
  faculty/tutors/peers	
  	
  

	
   	
  
	
   	
   	
  

	
  
	
   	
   	
   	
  

	
   	
   	
  

3.	
  Balancing	
  family	
  demands	
  

	
  

3.	
  Family	
  as	
  support,	
  
motivation,	
  inspiration;	
  work	
  
around	
  children's	
  schedules	
  
(lunches,	
  early	
  morning,	
  late	
  at	
  
night)	
  

	
   	
  
	
   	
   	
   	
   	
   	
   	
   	
  

	
   	
   	
  

4.	
  Academic	
  challenges:	
  
remedial,	
  online,	
  
discouraging	
  faculty,	
  
administrative	
  bureaucracy	
  

	
  

4.	
  Connected	
  with	
  faculty	
  as	
  
champions,	
  advisors	
  who	
  were	
  
supportive,	
  validating;	
  open	
  
labs	
  for	
  math/	
  career	
  training	
  
programs	
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