
rates than the above community college rates, especially among minority

students (65.1 percent for all students, 57.0 percent for blacks, 77.9 percent

Hispanics).

The Illinois Board of Higher Education collects systematic data that per-

mits computing graduation-enrollment ratios for all colleges in the state

(2002). While these ratios are not the same as degree completion rates for

a cohort, they are a rough approximation. Analyzing all colleges in Illinois,

Davis Jenkins (2002) finds that private two-year colleges have much

higher graduates–enrollment ratios than community colleges, especially

for African American and Hispanic students.

All these analyses lead to the same conclusions. First, private colleges

have higher completion rates than public colleges. Second, the racial gap

in degree completion may be smaller in private colleges than in public

ones. Each of these analyses has potential sources of error. Yet it is note-

worthy that the same conclusions are suggested in analyses with different

sources of error—small numbers of minorities in the national data, only one

college in our data, and uncertainties about graduates-enrollment ratios.

Explaining Completion Rate Differences

Some critics argue that these degree completion rates ignore students who

seek only certificates. Yet the evidence indicates that certificates have less

certain labor-market value than most associate’s degrees (Marcotte et al.

2005, table 3). Moreover, students rarely aspire to certificates alone

(Grubb 1996; Rosenbaum and Stephan 2005; Tuma 1993), and they do not

often complete them (Grubb 1996). Other critics contend that students

do not get degrees because they chose to use college to explore their inter-

ests, prior to or instead of pursuing a particular degree (Adelman 2003).

However, some results seem hard to explain as informed choices. For

instance, among high school graduates in the class of 1992 who entered

Community Colleges 13

TABLE 1.1 Degree Completion Rates

Whites Hispanics African Americans

Public colleges 46.7% 32.5% 18.9%

(1207) (270) (110)

Private colleges 58.7% 25.0% 64.3%

(81) (13) (12)

Source: Rosenbaum and Stephan (2005).
Note: Numbers taken eight years after college entry. Number of cases unweighted.



rounding suburbs over the three years from 2000 to 2002. In selecting

these colleges, we sought variety in terms of college location and type, but

also wanted a group small enough that we could visit the schools repeat-

edly and get to know them well. In the end, we selected a group of seven

public community colleges and seven private occupational colleges (see

table 2.1). Of the second group, four are for-profit institutions and three

are nonprofit. Four were founded in Illinois and have historically served

the local labor market by focusing on business and secretarial training, but

more recently they have branched out into other occupational fields, like

health, electronics, and computer technology. The other three are members

of for-profit corporations with campuses across the United States. Although

they all grant primarily associate degrees, four of the seven occupational

colleges have begun to offer applied bachelor’s degrees in a limited number

of the same fields as their associate’s degrees; the other three have developed

articulation agreements with some local four-year colleges that allow stu-

dents to transfer to bachelor’s programs without repeating coursework.

Although smaller in scale and more recently developed, these agreements

are similar to those of all seven of the public community colleges in our study.

Although the community colleges in our sample are, on average, much

larger than the occupational colleges, the difference is less stark for full-time

students: the community colleges average about 3,409, and the private

about 1,495 (compare Illinois Board of Higher Education 2002, table 2.1).

We certainly recognize the potentially important influence of college size

for the analyses discussed in this text. Still, we feel that our qualitative focus

may actually shed light on which aspects of size are important with respect

to questions about linking between colleges and labor markets.

Aside from their geographic proximity and articulation with four-year

schools, these fourteen colleges are also similar in offering accredited asso-
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TABLE 2.1 Detail of Institutional Sample

Community Occupational

Colleges Colleges

Number of colleges studied 7 7

Mean number of full-time students 3409 1495

Median number of faculty 331 54

Average tuitiona $3,571 $25,601

Source: Authors’ compilations.
aDoes not include financial aid



College Personnel Perspectives

To more completely understand college organization, we interviewed three

kinds of college staff in each type of college: administrators, advisory staff,

and program chairs (who are also faculty; see table 2.3). We follow the lead

of past research in talking with high-level administrators—presidents,

deans, and so on—at each institution to gauge institutional missions and

priorities as they are officially articulated. Research has also examined

community college faculty (for example, Brewer and Gray 1999), and we

do as well, but we focus on faculty who are also program chairs to get a bet-

ter sense of the development of occupational programs in the two college

types. Because our ultimate interest is in how these colleges operate at

the ground level to influence their students’ experiences and outcomes, we

include the college staff who interact most with students to provide key

assistance—for example, admissions counselors, academic advisors, career

services staff, and so on. These are the individuals who implement student

services procedures in each college, and their activities have strong poten-
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TABLE 2.2 Detail of Majors and Programs in Study

Community Colleges Occupational Colleges

Business–

secretarial

Health

Computer–

electronics

Source: Authors’ compilations.

Business, accounting, man-

agement and marketing,

administrative–executive

assisting, office technology

Medical assisting, health

information technology,

occupational–physical ther-

apy assisting, cardiac tech-

nology, radiography

Computer-aided drafting,

architectural drafting,

electronics–computer tech-

nology, mechanical engineer-

ing technology, computer

information systems

Business administration,

accounting, management,

administrative assisting, office

technology, paralegal–legal

office assisting, court reporting

Medical assisting, health infor-

mation technology

Computer-aided drafting and

design, electronics, computer

and electronics engineering

technology, computer infor-

mation systems, information

technology, business computer

programming, computer

networking



tial to influence students. In addition to gauging how college procedures

are articulated and implemented at different organizational levels, multi-

ple vantage points also allow reports to be cross validated. Individuals’

reports may be distorted, whether to make the person look good or because

the individual has limited experience, but we are able to examine whether

these reports are corroborated by others, including students.

College personnel interviews were semistructured and open-ended, allow-

ing us to probe a variety of issues in depth. The interviews were typically one

to two hours long, tape-recorded, and transcribed verbatim. We coded inter-

view data both deductively and inductively, first examining responses to spe-

cific questions of interest that were put to all respondents, then coding for

related themes that emerged across cases.

Student Perspectives

In addition to examining college organization through the eyes of various

personnel, it is important to understand how college procedures affect stu-

dents. Toward that end, we interviewed a large and diverse group of stu-

dents from a wide variety of programs at the two college types, surveying

more than 4,000 students at the fourteen colleges.

We interviewed a saturation sample of 125 students. Some were initially

selected as part of Deil-Amen’s earlier dissertation study, but eighty-six

were selected based on criteria to ensure variability in race, socioeconomic
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TABLE 2.3 Detail of Interview Sample

Community Colleges Occupational Colleges

Students 85 40

Advisors–career servicesa 14 21

Administratorsb 16 16

Program chairs:

Business–secretarial 12 6

Computer–electronics 10 10

Health 6 2

Total 28 18

Source: Authors’ compilations.
aAcademic and career advisors and counselors, job placement or career services staff,
faculty or deans–directors
bAny other administrators or administrative faculty
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incomes under $30,000 a year (44 percent versus 40 percent), and to have

parents with high school education or less (57 percent versus 48 percent);

see table 2.4. Moreover, we could not even find much difference in the top

or bottom range of the grade distributions. The general conclusion is that

students in both types of college are from similarly low socioeconomic

backgrounds and have similarly low high school achievement. However,

to the extent that the small differences are important, they would sug-

gest that students at private occupational colleges are somewhat more dis-

advantaged, and any apparent positive effects we find in favor of occupational

colleges may be underestimates. In addition, students at the two college

types have similar goals. Occupational college students were only slightly

more likely than their community college counterparts to report they were

in college “to get a better job” (80 percent versus 70 percent).

Although students are not randomly assigned to the two types of col-

leges, the process students describe for selecting colleges appears random

(see chapter 5). Unlike the deliberate way some middle-class students

select four-year colleges, with students and their parents gathering large

amounts of information about multiple options, many of these two-year col-

lege students reported that they only considered one college, and the deci-

sion was made quickly, often without consulting parents or anyone else,

and without gathering much information. Moreover, students learn about

these colleges through quasi-random processes, such as an advertisement

on the radio or television, a mass-mailing, or word from a relative, friend,

or acquaintance.

Obviously, none of these mechanisms is perfectly random—there may

be some hidden systematic biases in who listens to the radio, receives mass

mailings, or has acquaintances attending a certain college. However, we

TABLE 2.4 Detail of Student Survey Sample

Community Occupational

Colleges Colleges

Male 45% 46%

Racial-ethnic minority 52% 69%

High school grades C- or below 25% 27%

Parent education high school or less 48% 57%

Parent income $30K per year or less 40% 44%

Mean age 25 24

N 1,562 2,803

Source: Authors’ compilations.
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TABLE 3.1 Students’ Goal or Degree Status

Degree Goals and Status Five Years Later
Certificate BA Goal 

Beginning Dropped Goal or AA Goal or (or More) or BA Total
Goal Out Certificate AA Degree Degree (or More) Percentage n

No degree 60.4 13.3 16.2 10.1 100.0 487
goal

Certificate 57.5 30.9 9.8 1.7 100.0 346
goal

Associate’s 42.5 10.1 29.0 18.4 100.0 1555
goal

Bachelor’s 37.3 6.8 14.8 41.1 100.0 716
goal or 
more

Source: Beginning Postsecondary Survey (BPS); Author’s compilations.

TABLE 3.2 Students’ Warm-Up and Cool-Out Status as a Percentage 

of All Cases

Degree Goals and Status Five Years Later
Certificate BA Goal

Beginning Dropped Goal or AA Goal or (or More) or BA Total 
Goal Out Certificate AA Degree Degree (or More) Percentage

No degree goal 9.5 2.1 2.5 1.6 15.7
Certificate goal 6.4 3.4 1.1 .2 11.1
Associate’s goal 21.3 5.1 14.5 9.2 50.1
Bachelor’s goal 8.6 1.6 3.4 9.5 23.1
or more

Source: BPS; Author’s compilations.

TABLE 3.3 Dropouts, Cool-Outs, and Warm-Ups as a Percentage 

of All Cases

No Goal Change Cool-Outs Warm-Ups

Dropouts 40.7%
Nondropouts 29.5%
Less than associate aspirants 6.9%
Associate aspirants 6.7% 9.8%
Bachelor aspirants 6.4%
Total 70.2% 13.1% 16.7%

Source: BPS; Author’s compilations.



requirements, but not bachelor’s degree requirements (at least not without

extensive remedial coursework over one to two additional years). If they

didn’t cool their aspirations, they would either find themselves in difficult

courses for which they were poorly prepared, or else in remedial courses that

would add several noncredit years to their degree timetable (see chapter 4).

These findings indicate that the forty-year focus on cooling out in com-

munity colleges has neglected several key points. First, cooling out may

not be as negative a function as assumed. It is in fact associated with

decreased dropout rates, and may even be necessary for some students for

whom poor information has led them down paths for which they are not
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TABLE 3.4 Mean Dropout by Degree Goal

and Cool-Out Status

Mean Dropout

No degree goal .58

Certificate goal .34

Associate’s goal

Not cooled out .34

Cooled out .25

Bachelor’s or more goal

Not cooled out .33

Cooled out .39

Source: BPS; Author’s compilations.

TABLE 3.5 Mean Dropout by Degree Goal 

and Warm-Up Status

Mean Dropout

No degree goal

Not warmed up .90

Warmed up .25

Certificate goal

Not warmed up .35

Warmed up .30

Associate’s goal

Not warmed up .41

Warmed up .06

Bachelor’s or more goal .34

Source: BPS; Author’s compilations.



them any discouraging information, even though they were taking sev-

eral developmental courses. The survey data clarify students’ response to

this situation—students taking remedial classes in more subjects were less

likely to realize that the classes would not count (see table 4.2). Even among

students in their second year, those taking three or four remedial course

areas were less likely to be aware than students taking one (21 percent vs.

37 percent). Although some students with correct perceptions may have

dropped out, especially by second year, these findings also support the

observations in our interviews. Even after the first year, students taking

remedial courses in more than one area are more likely to misperceive the

credit value of their courses.
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TABLE 4.1 Remedial Students’ Perceptions of Remedial Status

Do Remedial Classes Count Toward Degree?

Percentage Percentage Percentage n (Remedial

Student Status No Yes Not Sure Students)a

First year 23.2 38.9 37.9 280

Second year or more 29.7 38.5 31.8 330

All remedial students 26.7 38.7 34.6 610

Source: Authors’ data.
aAnalysis of students taking remedial courses (N = 610) out of sample of 804 students.

TABLE 4.2 Remedial Students’ Perception of Degree Credits

Number Do Remedial Classes Count Toward Degree?

Remedial Percentage Percentage Percentage

Student Status Subjects No Yes Not Sure n

First year 1 36.5 35.4 28.1 96

2 17.2 45.2 37.6 93

3 or more 15.4 36.3 48.4 91

Second year 1 37.0 39.5 23.5 81

or more 2 32.4 40.3 27.3 139

3 or more 20.9 35.5 43.6 110

All remedial 26.7 38.7 34.6 610

students

Source: Authors’ data.
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We also find that students’ perceived chances of degree completion do

not decline with increased remediation. Our survey asked students to

assess their chances of achieving their degree goals (on a five-point scale

from “very likely” to “very unlikely”). We find that students’ perceived

likelihood does not decline significantly as they take more remedial sub-

jects (table 4.3). Moreover, remedial students did not have lower goals.

They were actually slightly more likely to indicate a bachelor’s degree goal

(versus associate’s goal or certificate) than were nonremedial students—

46.3 percent vs. 44.2 percent. Although national data indicate that the

dropout rate for students with three or more remedial course areas is much

higher than for those with only one (Adelman 1996, 1999), we find that stu-

dents with high remedial enrollment do not in fact perceive their chances

of completing their degree as lower than other students.

IS REMEDIAL RELATED TO DEGREE COMPLETION?

If over half the students in remedial classes are uncertain or wrong about

whether they are getting college credits, we must wonder whether students’

reported degree plans in national survey data take adequate account of the

implications of their remedial placements. What do we know about the

effects of remedial coursework on various educational outcomes? Although

previous researchers have examined the influence of any remedial course-

work on subsequent academic success and persistence and found a negative

effect, these studies have been criticized for their serious methodological

flaws (O’Hear and MacDonald 1995; Boylan and Saxon 1999). Moreover,

most of these studies have not examined a national sample of community

college students.

However, a well-designed study using national data suggests that exten-

sive remediation does have a negative effect on later academic success. In an

TABLE 4.3 Perceived Chances of Achieving Degree Goals

Percentage “Very Likely”

Number Remedial Subjects or “Likely” to Earn Degree n

0 90.7 194

1 94.4 177

2 96.6 232

3 or more 91.0 201

All students 93.3 804

Source: Authors’ data.



analysis of the high school and beyond sophomore cohort, Clifford Adelman

(1999, 74) found that both the type and amount of remedial coursework mat-

ter in completing a bachelor’s degree, and that the percentage of students

completing a bachelor’s degree decreases as the number of remedial courses

increases. These analyses are provocative, but they include only students at

four-year colleges.

The Beginning Postsecondary Students (BPS) national longitudinal

survey is perhaps the best data for examining a random sample of entering

college freshmen, following them over the next five years (NCES 1996a).

Compared with most prior studies of the effects of remedial course-taking,

these data permit analyses of a national sample over a longer period and

allow us to consider both AA and BA attainment. Many colleges offer reme-

dial courses in reading, writing, language, and math for students lacking

requisite skills, and the BPS asked students whether they were in remedial

classes in each area. Because this information is self-reported, it is a con-

servative estimate and most likely underreports incidence of remedial

course-taking.

In examining this question with the BPS data, we limit our sample to

community college students. Raw statistical analyses show that compared

to students taking no remedial courses, one remedial course is not associated

with increased chances of dropping out, but additional ones are. Dropout

rates sharply increase from about 29 percent to 36 percent, to 46 percent as

one’s enrollment increases from one to three or more remedial course areas

(table 4.4). Similarly, one’s chances of attaining a college degree decline, from

about 26 percent, to 22 percent, to 15 percent as the number of remedial

course areas increases (table 4.5).

These analyses do not control for student characteristics, and we are not

saying that students would not be assisted by taking remedial courses.

Indeed, a study that focused on students with modest remedial needs found
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TABLE 4.4 Dropout Rate

Number Remedial Subjects Dropout Percentage

0 31.6

1 28.5

2 35.8

3 46.3

Source: BPS.
N = 1094 (BPS).

or more
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that these courses have benefits (Bettinger and Long 2005). These authors

find that remedial students who do not require extensive remediation are

more likely to persist in college, transfer, and complete a bachelor’s degree

than students of similar tested ability who do not take remedial classes.

However, this study is different than the present study in two key ways.

First, it compares students with similar remedial needs to each other

rather than considering how remedial students fare relative to all other

students. Second, it examines only students with small or moderate reme-

dial needs, omitting severely underprepared students, those most likely to

need a large amount of remediation. It is exactly these kinds of students

that we find have extremely poor completion rates.

Although taking one remedial course is associated with slightly better

outcomes in our analyses, taking more than one is associated with severe

declines in degree completion rates. For students who take remedial courses

in three or more subject areas, nearly half will drop out and less than a fifth

will earn any college degree within five years—not even a two-year asso-

ciate’s degree. These findings are consistent with Adelman’s analyses

(1999), which show that students taking multiple remedial courses are less

likely to experience later academic success.

To better assess the importance of relative levels of remediation, we

conducted multivariate logistic regression, again limiting the sample to

community college students, and with earning an associate’s degree or

higher as our binary outcome variable. Our analysis reveals that race

(being black versus white), parents’ college education (bachelor’s or higher

attainment versus no college), and enrollment status (mostly full-time or

mixed full- and part-time versus mostly part-time) significantly affect

dropout. The results also confirm the negative relationship between taking

remedial courses and college dropout that the tables suggest, showing

that students who need remediation in three or more areas are at signifi-

TABLE 4.5 Degree Attainment

Number Remedial Subjects Percentage Who Earned Degree

0 26.6

1 25.5

2 22.3

3 or more 15.3

Source: BPS.
N = 1094 (BPS).



cantly higher risk of dropping out. Even after controlling for a host of other

variables, including degree expectations, students taking remedial classes

in three or more areas have more than double the odds of dropping out

compared to students taking no remedial courses (table 4.6).

Because the information on remedial participation is self-reported, it is

likely a conservative estimate, underreporting incidence of remedial course-

work, as our analyses of actual course-taking in our local data indicates.

Moreover, the dropout and disappointed degree plans associated with stu-

dents reporting many remedial courses is also likely to be an underestimate.
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TABLE 4.6 Logistic Regression

Variable B Exp (B)

African American .5585 1.748*

Hispanic .1186 1.126*

Native American .9061 2.4745

Asian −.2772 .7579

Female .0717 1.0744

Parent education: less than two years college −.5902 .5542

Parent education: more than two years college .2273 1.2552

Parent education: BA or higher −.5111 .5998*

Family income .0186 1.0188

Financially independent household .2337 1.2633

Age −.0854 .9181

Age (squared) .0014 1.0014

High school GPA (7 point scale) −.2048 .8148

Expect Associate’s degree or more −.2775 .7577

One remedial subject .1566 1.1695

Two remedial subjects .2389 1.2698

Three or more remedial subjects .8016 2.2290*

Remedial language .7800 2.1815*

First year grades −.0477 .9534

Full-time enrollment −1.044 .3519**

Mixed full-time and part-time enrollment −1.9376 .1440**

Average work hours per week .0103 1.0104

Constant 2.6820

Source: BPS; authors’ compilations.
N = 1094 (BPS).
*p ≤ .05; **p ≤ .01
Dependent Variable = Dropout (0,1).



We also asked about coursework students had completed. Table 5.1

shows that community college students are twice as likely to report having

taken a course that they “later discovered would not count toward [the]

degree” (46 percent versus 23 percent at occupational colleges). Moreover,

as the next row in table 5.1 shows, nearly a third (32 percent) of commu-

nity college students mistakenly believe that a remedial class, which they

reported as having taken, would give credit toward their degree require-

ments, but just 8 percent of occupational college students do. Such courses

will cost time and tuition and may well pose risks to students’ goals. Finally,

we asked students whether they felt more or less confident about their abil-

ity to complete their degree since entering their college (responses were

offered on a five-point scale, with 1 = “much lower” and 5 = “much higher”).

As the bottom row of table 5.1 shows, occupational college students are
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TABLE 5.1 Student Information and Planning

Community Occupational

Colleges Colleges

(N = 1470) (N = 2732) F (p)

Agree + strongly agree: “I’m certain 65% 76% 213.6

which courses I need for my (< .001)

degree plans.”

Agree + strongly agree: “I know 74% 80% 101.6

which of my courses give credit (< .001)

toward my degree.”

Agree + strongly agree: “I have 58% 70% 167.6

enough information about (< .001)

requirements and prerequisites.”

Respondent has taken course that 46% 23% 551.3

does not apply toward degree (< .001)

Respondent believes or is unsure 32% 8% 1812.4

remedial course s/he took counts (< .001)

toward degree requirements

Respondent reports “much higher” 28% 41% 5.9

confidence about earning a college (.016)

degree

Source: Authors’ data.
Note: Two-tailed T-test.
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TABLE 5.2 OLS Regression, Student Information 

About College Requirements

b

Covariate Robust SE β

Male −.008 −.002

(.084)

Gender not reported −.255 −.024

(.191)

African American −.101 −.017

(.122)

Hispanic −.319** −.056

(.114)

Asian or Asian American −.039 −.005

(.132)

Other or race not reported −.270 −.037

(.146)

Age .177*** .499

(.035)

Age squared −.002*** −.436

(.001)

Age not reported −.110 −.010

(.207)

High school GPA .211*** .061

(.061)

High school GPA not reported .777* .039

(.318)

Parent education (truncated) .059 .032

(.032)

Parent education not reported −.203 −.017

(.202)

Term began at this college −.135*** −.091

(.025)

Term began not reported −.190 −.011

(.308)

Occupational college .724*** .138

(.092)

Constant 5.555

(.566)

R-squared .044

N 3698

Source: Authors’ data.
*p ≤ .05; **p ≤ .01; ***p ≤ .001



trast, for students in health programs, the occupational college coefficient

is significantly negative. Occupational colleges are actually associated with

lower levels of information for students in health programs. This negative

effect of the occupational colleges among health students may stem from the

relative newness of these programs at occupational colleges or from the fact

that the occupational colleges offer health degrees primarily in less regu-

lated areas such as medical transcription and assisting. In any case, the

exception here appears to prove the rule that institutional procedures can

improve the quality and amount of information students receive. Moreover,

it shows that community colleges can successfully adopt these procedures

as well or better than occupational colleges when mandated to do so.

Finally, we examined students’ confidence in their ability to complete the

college degree (table 5.4). Given the frustrations students expressed in inter-

views, it seems plausible that better information would be associated with

greater confidence. Students’ confidence in their degree completion is

important in itself, and one might suspect that it may be an important deter-

minant of students’ decisions to persist in college, particularly when they

experience conflicting pressures. As table 5.4 shows, we find that being at

an occupational college is associated with significantly higher student con-

fidence, net of controls for students’ attributes. Adding a control for the stu-

dent information scale, we find that students with more information have

more confidence in their degree completion (net of other background char-

acteristics). Moreover, the size of the information effect is relatively large

(as shown by the β coefficients)—in this case, the largest of all the variables.

Finally, note that including student information in the model reduces the

coefficient for occupational colleges by about 20 percent (from .216 to .159,

though the decline is not statistically significant at the p = .05 level). This

suggests that the occupational college effect on students’ confidence might

be partly explained by students’ greater information in these colleges.
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TABLE 5.3 Comparing Students in Comparable Programs

Business Accounting Computer Electronics Engineering Health

b 1.042*** .885* .898*** .712** .217 − .966**

(Robust SE) (.214) (.376) (.172) (.383) (.408) (.320)

N 722 284 865 435 365 317

Source: Authors’ data.
*p ≤ .05; **p ≤ .01; ***p ≤ .001
Note: Unstandardized OLS coefficients for occupational college variable (net of controls).



TABLE 5.4 OLS Regression, Students’ Perceived Likelihood 

of Achieving First Degree Goal

b b

Covariate Robust SE β Robust SE β

Male −.078** −.046 −.078** −.046

(.029) (.028)

Gender not reported −.121 −.034 −.101 −.028

(.067) (.066)

African American .297*** .142 .305*** .146

(.041) (.040)

Hispanic .212*** .108 .237*** .121

(.040) (.039)

Asian or Asian American .156*** .057 .160*** .058

(.048) (.046)

Other or race not reported .026 .010 .047 .019

(.050) (.049)

Age .029* .233 .015 .120

(.012) (.012)

Age squared −.0005** −.253 −.0003 −.154

(.0002) (.0001)

Age not reported .025 .006 .034 .009

(.070) (.070)

High school GPA −.006 −.005 −.023 −.019

(.020) (.020)

High school GPA −.116 −.017 −.177 −.026

not reported (.107) (.103)

Parent education −.007 −.011 −.011 −.018

(truncated) (.011) (.011)

Parent education −.080 −.020 −.064 −.016

not reported (.063) (.064)

Term began at this college −.010 −.019 .001 .002

(.009) (.009)

Term began not reported −.103 −.017 −.088 −.015

(.111) (.107)

Occupational college .216*** .119 .159*** .088

(.032) (.031)

Information .078*** .228

(.006)

Constant 3.55 3.11

(.191) (.189)

R-squared .046 .096

N 3698 3698

Source: Authors’ data.
*p ≤ .05; **p ≤ .01; ***p ≤ .001



about the elements that promote colleges’ labor market linkages and, ulti-

mately, help students to succeed.

ANALYTIC APPROACH

We focus on program coordinators and department heads who also serve

as instructors, maximizing comparability among respondents’ actual job

duties. At the same time, we allow for the greatest degree of comparability

with past research, which has looked primarily at the role of instructors in

creating and maintaining labor market linkages. The subsample includes

forty-one program chairs from five public and five private colleges (we were

unable to interview faculty at four of the fourteen colleges in the broader

sample). All of these program chairs are also faculty with teaching respon-

sibilities. Most have no explicit responsibilities for interacting with employ-

ers. They do, however, bear primary responsibility for the well-being of

their programs, especially given that many other faculty are adjunct, only

responsible for teaching isolated courses, but not for program duties.

This responsibility may prompt some to initiate additional actions not

formally required. The sample is not intended to be representative of two-

year college faculty, more generally, or even of occupational program fac-

ulty. Nevertheless, these individuals offer a rich source of information on the

processes that underlie faculty-employer contacts, given their positions in

career-oriented programs. Table 8.1 describes the program chair interview

sample.1
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TABLE 8.1 Description of Program Chair Interview Sample

Community Occupational

Program Colleges Colleges Total

Business and management 6 3 9

Health 5 2 7

Computer 5 2 7

Electronics and engineering technology 2 4 6

Design (CAD, architecture, etc.) 2 2 4

Accounting 3 0 3

Paralegal–court reporter 0 2 2

Office administration–secretarial 2 0 2

Environmental technology 1 0 1

Total 26 15 41

Source: Author’s data.



support for that contention. Less than half (46 percent) of community col-

lege instructors were coded as engaging in high levels of linking activ-

ity, and about a third were coded as low on linking. At the occupational

colleges, 60 percent of instructors were found to engage in high levels of

linking, while just 20 percent were at the low end. It is worthy of note that

coding was conducted without explicit information on the respondent’s

department or college, but this information was, nonetheless, often revealed

in the transcript. It is also important to recognize that despite institutional

environments that offer little support for them, nearly half of community

college instructors still manage to engage in a good number of linking

activities.

INDIVIDUAL FACTORS

In open coding of the interview data, two related themes emerged that sug-

gested patterns of involvement at the individual level: affiliation with a tra-

ditional profession and the notion of work as a calling.

In sociology, professions are defined as exclusive fields that both create

abstract knowledge and apply it to particular cases (Abbott 1988; Perlstadt

1998). Classic examples of traditional professions include medicine and law.

Their exclusivity is a result of both high educational qualifications and

endorsement requirements that are stipulated and controlled by a govern-

ing body, usually a professional association (Perlstadt 1998). Such regula-

tion of membership leads to shared knowledge and activities, which could

be considered a shared professional culture. Accordingly, faculty reports

suggest that the characteristics of professions that are especially pertinent
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TABLE 8.2 Level of Linking Activity by College Type

Community Occupational

Level of Linking Colleges Colleges

Low 35% 20% 

(9) (3)

Medium 19% 20% 

(5) (3)

High 46% 60%

(12) (9)

Total N 26 15

Source: Author’s data.
Actual N appears in parentheses.



OVERCOMING BARRIERS TO LABOR-MARKET LINKING

As noted, the small size and geographic homogeneity of the faculty inter-

view sample limit the extent to which the findings of this study might be

generalizable. Future research should include larger numbers of respon-

dents from each type of college and each instructional program. Such

research could include surveys as well as interviews as data sources. Still,

the identification of institutional contexts that might support or inhibit

labor-market linking among two-year college faculty is useful in that it

combines both the individual and institutional perspectives that have been

the focus of separate bodies of research in the past.

Institutional factors that appear to inhibit labor-market linking activities

include resource constraints (especially time) and discontinuities related to

the high rates of turnover among part-time and adjunct faculty. On the

other hand, such nontenured instructors can also be a source of labor mar-

ket linkages because they are often still working in the field that they teach.

The isolation of career functions, such as placement and internship coordi-

nation, encourages some faculty members to conclude that linking with

labor markets is someone else’s job. As a matter of fact, very few faculty

members cited linking with the labor market as a formal duty. Trends were

somewhat different between the two college types, however. With their

explicit career education mission, occupational colleges appear to support

somewhat higher levels of linking activities than community colleges.

Individual involvement in professional associations is another factor that

may pattern faculty linking activity, though our data in this respect is only
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TABLE 8.3 Level of Linking Activity by Program Type

Level of Electronics or

Linking Business Computer Engineering Health Others

Low 44% 43% 33% 0 25% 

(4) (3) (2) (3)

Medium 22% 29% 17% 14% 25% 

(2) (2) (1) (1) (3)

High 33% 29% 50% 86% 50% 

(3) (2) (3) (6) (6)

Total N 9 7 6 7 12

Source: Author’s data.
Actual N appears in parentheses.



44 percent, going from a college without job placement to one with it (see
figure 9.1). For a minority male (otherwise the same), the probability of com-
pletion also more than doubles, from 23 percent to 51 percent. Perhaps most
strikingly, for an at-risk student—here, an underrepresented minority
whose parents did not finish high school, who had a C-minus high-school
GPA, and who took at least one remedial course at college—the predicted
probability of finishing the associate’s degree in a timely manner is
increased almost three-fold by attending a college with job-placement ser-
vices (moving from 14 percent to 37 percent). Job placement has strong
effects on degree completion for all groups, and proportionally stronger
effects for more disadvantaged groups.

IMPLICATIONS OF LINKING EFFECTS

We have examined school-employer linkages at two levels. First, we ana-
lyzed students’ perceptions of labor market contacts and how these percep-
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TABLE 9.2 OLS Regression, Change in Effort and Confidence, on Variables

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Effort Versus Effort Versus Confidence Confidence

High School High School Regarding Degree Regarding Degree

Coef. Coef. Coef. Coef.

Covariate (Robust SE) β (Robust SE) β (Robust SE) β (Robust SE) β

Female .103*** .064 .094*** .058 .090** .053 .079** .047

(.029) (.029) (.031) (.031)

Gender not reported −.060 −.017 −.052 −.015 −.131 −.037 −.124 −.035

(.066) (.065) (.071) (.070)

African American .096* .048 .051 .026 .287*** .139 .238*** .115

(.039) (.040) (.043) (.045)

Hispanic .098* .052 .078 .042 .229*** .116 .210*** .107

(.039) (.040) (.042) (.044)

Asian or Asian American −.049 −.019 −.070 −.028 .151** .056 .127** .047

(.051) (.051) (.050) (.050)

Race other or −.008 −.003 −.021 −.009 .034 .013 .022 .009

not reported (.049) (.048) (.053) (.053)

Age .045*** .383 .049*** .410 .032** .259 .037** .297

(.011) (.011) (.012) (.012)

Age-squared −.0005** −.271 −.0006*** −.294 −.0005** −.264 −.0006** −.296

(.0002) (.0002) (.0002) (.0002)



Age not reported −.026 −.007 .004 .0009 .023 .006 .064 .016

(.074) (.072) (.075) (.073)

High school GPA −.244** −.215 −.242*** −.213 −.001 −.001 .001 .001

(.021) (.020) (.022) (.021)

High school GPA .090 .013 .083 .012 −.200 −.027 −.210 −.029

not reported (.101) (.102) (.120) (.123)

Parent education .003 .005 .004 .007 −.005 −.007 −.004 −.007

(.011) (.011) (.012) (.011)

Took any remedial .058 .035 .040 .024 .033 .019 .010 .006

(.031) (.031) (.032) (.031)

Occupational college .138*** .079 .070* .040 .219*** .119 .126*** .068

(.035) (.035) (.036) (.036)

Agrees college contacts — — .085*** .104 — — .114*** .133

could help get good job (.018) (.019)

Agrees teacher contacts — — .042* .052 — — .069*** .080

could help get good job (.016) (.019)

Job placement — — .084** .051 — — .089** .051

(.031) (.032)

Constant 3.96*** 3.48*** 3.33*** 2.65***
(.176) (.192) (.196) (.206)

R-squared .080 .100 .046 .081

Source: Authors’ data.
N = 3,328; *p ≤ .05; **p ≤ .01; ***p ≤ .001.



different ways across college types. Indeed, both occupational and com-

munity college students respond positively to perceived college labor-

market linkages.

Finally, to estimate the influence of the contact variables on student effort

and confidence among students at the same school, we run a school fixed-

effects model. Holding constant all the same individual-level variables as

reported in table 9.2, but omitting the school-level variables for college type

and job placement, table 9.4 shows that among students at the same school,

reported effort and confidence about obtaining the degree are still boosted

by perceptions of the benefits of teacher and college contacts.

Of course, many students in two-year colleges hope to transfer to four-

year colleges. This is true even for many of the occupational students in our

sample. It may be assumed that labor-market contacts would be less of an

incentive for students with bachelor’s degree plans. We repeated the analy-

ses, however, restricting the sample solely to students with BA plans or

higher. These analyses (available on request) yield a very similar pattern of

results, with one exception. Even for students with BA plans, job placement

and perceived college contacts are associated with increased student effort
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TABLE 9.3 OLS Regression, Change in Effort and Confidence, 

College Typesa

Effort Versus Confidence 

High School Regarding Degree

Community Occupational Community Occupational

Colleges Colleges Colleges Colleges

Linking covariate Coef. Coef. Coef. Coef.

(Robust SE) (Robust SE) (Robust SE) (Robust SE)

Agrees college .091** .081*** .107** .117***

contacts could (.034) (.020) (.037) (.023)

help get good job

Agrees teacher .067* .034† .076* .071***

contacts could (.033) (.020) (.036) (.022)

help get good job

Job placement .125* .067† .081 .106**

(.059) (.037) (.063) (.039)

N 1,023 2,305 1,023 2,305

Source: Authors’ data.
N = 3,328; †p ≤ .10; *p ≤ .05; **p ≤ .01; ***p ≤ .001.
aFull model includes student and institutional variables; full table available on request.



and confidence about earning a degree; but perceived teacher contacts are

not associated with these outcomes.

Although it is possible that students who perceive teachers or college

contacts may differ in unmeasured ways (perhaps seeking out such con-

tacts), we have conducted extensive analyses of student characteristics that

might influence the outcomes of interest here and have been unable to detect

any such differences. In addition to the individual-level variables included

in our models, we also examined whether a host of other variables affected

our results. Among these were measures of student attitudes toward the

value of schooling for employment (compare Steinberg 1996; Rosenbaum

2001) and student reasons for selecting their college, with job placement

included among response options. Given that none of these variables

affected our major findings, and in the interests of parsimony, we have not

retained them for these analyses.

In chapter 8, we found that some teachers and colleges have strong con-

tacts with employers, which they report using to help graduates get jobs

and to make curricula relevant to the workplace. Here, these analyses indi-

cate that students respond to such contacts to reap their potential benefits

and gain greater confidence on completing their degrees. Granted that

unobserved heterogeneity among students may conceivably explain some

portion of these effects, we would be surprised if these linkages had no
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TABLE 9.4 School Fixed-Effects Model: OLS Regression Coefficients,

Student Perceptions of School and Teacher Contactsa

Effort versus Confidence 

High School Regarding Degree

Coef. Coef.

Covariate (Robust SE) β (Robust SE) β

Agrees college .091*** .111 .124*** .144

contacts could (.018) (.019)

help get good job

Agrees teacher .041** .050 .071*** .083

contacts could (.017) (.019)

help get good job

Source: Authors’ data.
N = 3,328; *p ≤ .05; **p ≤ .01; ***p ≤ .001.
aFull model includes student variables; job placement is institutional and therefore not
included; full table available on request.



Given the complex sampling strategy of the BPS study design (NCES

1996a), these analyses employ the survey commands available in Stata 9.0

software (including the panel weights, strata, and primary sampling unit, as

well as subpopulation commands). Table 9.5 reports weighted means for the

effective sample.

The dependent variable in the BPS-IPEDS analysis is timely attainment

of the associate’s degree at the institution where the student first enrolled—

that is, a dichotomous variable for whether the student earned at least

an associate’s degree at the institution where he or she enrolled during

the 1995–1996 school year by the end of the 1997–1998 school year. The
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TABLE 9.5 Descriptive Statistics for BPS-IPEDS Sample

Two-Year Two-Year Two-Year

Degree Seekers Public Private

Mean SE Mean SE Mean SE

Attained degree by 1998 .106 .013 .084 .013 .419 .044

Female .521 .025 .513 .026 .640 .040

African American .123 .017 .121 .018 .152 .033

Hispanic .128 .017 .123 .019 .196 .036

Asian or Asian American .062 .014 .062 .015 .054 .018

Race other or not reported .008 .003 .008 .003 .014 .006

Age 21.15 .264 21.06 .278 22.35 .749

High school GPA 5.37 .110 5.37 .114 5.25 .157

(7-point scale)

High school GPA missing .577 .027 .567 .028 .715 .038

(did not take SAT or ACT)

Parent education 3.510 .061 3.529 .066 3.257 .100

(truncated)a

Parent education .114 .016 .113 .017 .130 .026

not reported

Took any remedial .231 .020 .239 .021 .127 .031

No report of remedial .087 .014 .085 .015 .114 .029

Private college .066 .006

Enrolled mostly full-time .396 .026 .369 .028 .777 .037

1996 to 1998

Job placement available .864 .024 .859 .026 .933 .016

Unweighted N 1,252 861 391

Source: Authors’ estimates based on BPS and IPEDS.
Estimates are weighted unless otherwise noted.
a Parent education: 3 = both parents high school, 4 = higher parent some college.



TABLE 9.6 Weighted Logistic Regression, 1998 Associate’s 

Degree Completion

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

All Degree Seekers Public Colleges Private Colleges

Coef. Odds Coef. Odds Coef. Odds

Covariate (SE) Ratio (SE) Ratio (SE) Ratio

Female .129 1.14 .218 1.24 −.263 .768

(.297) (.354) (.374)

African American −.120 .886 .043 1.04 −1.206 .299

(.462) (.539) (.748)

Hispanic −.634 .531 −.726 .484 −.123 .885

(.390) (.536) (.518)

Asian or Asian −.834 .434 −.451 .637 −1.741* .175

American (1.087) (1.224) (.728)

Race other– −1.294 .274 — — −1.038 .354

not reported (.711) (1.024)

Age −.062 .940 −.053 .948 −.459** .632

(.094) (.154) (.167)

Age-squared .0007 1.00 .0003 1.00 .008** 1.01

(.001) (.002) (.003)

High school GPA .043 1.04 .055 1.06 −.173 .841

(.166) (.178) (.228)

High school GPA −.588 .555 −.710 .492 .177 1.19

missing (did not (.329) (.388) (.397)

take SAT or ACT)

Parent education .008 1.01 −.020 .980 .201 1.22

(.108) (.129) (.167)

Parent education −.742 .476 −.717 .488 −.348 .706

not reported (.911) (1.172) (.717)

Took any remedial −.263 .769 −.200 .819 −.938* .392

(.371) (.442) (.446)

No report of remedial .614 1.85 .967 2.63 −2.933*** .053

(.514) (.545) (.770)

Enrollment mostly 1.205*** 3.34 1.261*** 3.53 .714 2.04

full-time (.321) (.363) (.467)

Occupational major .358 1.43 .244 1.28 .722 2.06

(fall 1995) (.316) (.350) (.484)

Private college 1.822***

(.265) 6.18 — — — —

Job placement .343 .277 1.215*

available (.497) 1.41 (.533) 1.32 (.602) 3.37

Constant −2.43 −2.38 4.11

(1.73) (2.52) (2.58)

Unweighted N 1,252 861 391

Source: NCES 1996a.
*p ≤ .05; **p ≤ .01; ***p ≤ .001.
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