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Abstract: This study analyzed student’s college readiness in high enrolled first-year courses at a
prominent midwestern community college located in an urban/suburban area. This exploratory
research consists of a survey with quantitative and qualitative components. The demographics of
the community college are predominantly students from a marginalized background, including
financial and ethnically non-mainstream. This research is significant to understand and reduce
Ds, Es (Fail), Withdraws, and Incompletes rates in gateway courses. The first courses students
take in higher education are impactful for the way students perceive themselves and abilities. The
purpose of this research is to learn how to increase success in core general education courses and
increase retention and completion. The main research question explores how students perceive
their academic readiness and institutional support through a survey. The researchers thematically
organized the student responses. The findings indicate the need for institutional support services
to be better communicated, particularly on conveying the significance of institutionalized
structural support and student time management skills. Specifically, students identified time
management and the role of instructors in their perceptions of their success or failure.
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INTRODUCTION

The first courses at an institute of higher learning can dramatically influence a student’s
trajectory. Those beginning general education courses in higher education are crucial to a student’s
development and completion of a degree. It is in these required classes that students develop well
balanced skills, abilities, and knowledge (college readiness) to be successful. Students also build
their confidence to take additional courses and complete their degree. According to Chen (2016),
two-thirds of community college students need remedial courses. Further, passing rates of remedial
courses are less than half (Chen, 2016). Unfortunately, this is consistent with the passing rates at
our higher education institution. One can reasonably assume, that if they do poorly or do not pass,
they are less likely to register for additional courses or complete a degree. Alarmingly, Sanabria
et., al. (2020 June) contends that, “a substantial number of students struggle with remedial
coursework and fail to realize the intended benefits” (p.1). This research examines student

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Carolyn Casale. Email:
ccasale@hfcc.edu



Casale, C., Maier, D., & Piche, D. 42

perceptions of their college readiness who are enrolled in gateway courses at a community college.
For this study, as our base, we use the American College Testing (ACT) definition of college
readiness, which is defined, “as the acquisition of the knowledge and skills a student needs to
enroll and succeed in credit-bearing first-year courses at a postsecondary institution (such as a 2-
or 4-year college, trade school, or technical school) without the need for remediation” (ACT,
2023).

The study takes place at a prominent community college in the midwestern United States.
The student population is mainly comprised of high need students who rely on financial assistance
with 65% receiving financial aid (Institutional Research and Business Intelligence, 2023). This
topic is relevant to our college because we want to expand dual enrollment, create partnerships
with secondary schools and understand the needs of entry level students to foster academic success
in higher education. This research provides insight on decreasing the Ds, Es, Withdraws, and
Incompletes rates and its recommendations can lead to greater retention and college readiness.
Further our research findings could provide other higher education institutions suggestions on how
they can research and/or improve student outcomes.

Our community college is unique in the nation in that we are also part of the P-14 school
system. It is one of the few community colleges which shares a School Board with the neighboring
P-12 school district. This makes our relationship with the local school district intricately
connected, thereby reinforcing the significance of structuring a successful student environment in
the first two years of higher education.

This exploratory research relates to our priority initiatives at the college — student success
lowering the DEWI rates (defined as Ds, Es, Withdraws, and Incompletes), retention, serving
historically underrepresented and underserved student populations and our growing high school
population (2022-2024, Institutional Strategic Plan). The first Institutional Strategic Plan priority
number 1 states, to “...increase enrollment and improve college readiness especially for
underrepresented and historically underserved student populations.” This fits to the purpose of this
research. The rationale of this study is to develop tools to increase retention rates in gateway
general education courses, particularly for historically underrepresented and high need populations
at our college.

Our Institutional Strategic Plan priority number 2 has two sub-goals, “Goal 1: Increase the
percentage of first-time, full-time students who earn 24+ credits in their first year from 52% to
60% and increase the rate of part-time students who earn 15+ credits in their first year from 10%
to 25%; Goal 2 Decrease the percentage of Ds, Es, Withdraws, and Incompletes (DEWI) rates in
college-level gateway courses by 15% across all student populations” (Strategic Plan, 2022-2024).
These institutional strategic goals are the driving force behind this research. Our research focused
on entry-level core academic courses to identify and better understand perspectives of newly
enrolled students. We believe student retention in these courses can significantly impact student
resilience towards degree completion.

Our community college is within a metropolitan area and is home to one of the largest
Middle Eastern and North African counties in the United States. At our higher education
institution, approximately 65% of our student body are categorized as racially marginalized, with
68% of non-dual enrollment students receiving some form of financial aid. This is supported in
the self-reporting descriptive data from the survey administered to students.

DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS OF PARTICIPANTS
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Financially 60.7% of students stated they receive financial aid, 21.4% pay themselves and
9.4% family pays tuition, about 8% stated other. This indicates that most of our students receive
aid. About 66% of participants are female, 34% male and 1% binary and 3% not disclosing. Racial
descriptions are a bit more complicated. 14% are African American or Black, 3% Asian, 35%
declared themselves white, 35% stated Middle East or North African and 13% 2 or more/some
other race. The category of Middle East or North African is new to our higher educational
institution. Previously, in the absence of the term, students of Middle East or North African
heritage often stated white. Since our college is situated in a predominately Arab American county,
it is possible that the percent of Middle East or North African is higher that is represented in the
description.

When asked if their parents attended college 47% noted yes with 52% stated no. Our
students commute from the local metropolitan area, with 34% of students attending college full-
time, and 66% attending part-time. In our study, the average student age is 23 years old, with 52%
of respondents reporting their parents have not attended college. We believe our diverse population
has specific needs that can be addressed by interventions which can improve student success.

This research gaged student perspectives on their knowledge of campus resources and their
overall college readiness. From this data, our interest was to determine effective research-based
practices to decrease, Ds, Es, Withdraws, and Incompletes rates at our higher education institution.
Our main research question is, how do students perceive their academic readiness and institutional
support? Our theoretical foundation is based on reflective practice data-driven instruction, and
honoring student perspectives on their college readiness.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Our theoretical foundation incorporates a student empowerment model that values student
perspectives. We interpret this empowerment with our theoretical lens that emphasizes students’
ability to determine their needs to improve their academic success. Further our theoretical frame
includes the importance of data-driven instruction. This means that we support our ideas with data
from our institution. It is through data and research-based findings that we are informed to make
effective decisions. For example, we explored the topic of rates of Ds, Es, Withdraws, and
Incompletes because the information from our institution indicates a need. Our theoretical structure
uses the ACT (2013 & 2013, February) college readiness definition as our working concept. The
researchers are comprised of two faculty from different academic areas (Computer Science and
Pre-Education) and an administrative project manager from Vice President of Academic Affairs.

WHY COLLEGE READINESS MATTERS

Increasing the number of Americans obtaining a post-secondary degree has been a national
priority for over a quarter century. President Obama set a goal in 2009, that by 2020, the U.S.
would have the highest proportion of college graduates in the world, which would require a 50%
increase nationwide (U.S. White House, 2009). Nevertheless, achieving this has proven
challenging. While the U.S. once led the world in degree completion, the U.S. is currently tied for
11" among 25-34-year-olds among the group of 38 countries in the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD) (National Center for Education Statistics, 2023). The U.S.
Census Bureau reported in 2022 that 37% of the U.S. population age 25 and older earned a
bachelor’s degree or higher., up from 30% in 2011 (Schaeffeer, 2022). Kurlaender, et. al., (2019)
also cite an educational gap where college attainment has not kept up with the rise in education
expectations and college entry.
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A major reason for this goal is that degree completion is tied directly to career earnings
and the potential for economic prosperity. A 2021 report from the Georgetown University Center
on Education and the Workforce (CEW) (Carnevale, et. al., 2021) found that the lifetime earnings
of full-time workers with a high school diploma are $1.6 million, while those with an associate
degree earn $2 million (25% more than those with a high school diploma), those with a bachelor’s
degree earn $2.8 million (75% more than those with a high school diploma), and those with a
master’s degree earn $3.2 million. The report highlighted that while increased educational
obtainment equates to greater lifetime earnings for most, it does not guarantee it for all with
variances a result of area of study, occupation, gender, race/ethnicity, and location. In additional
to lifetime earnings gaps, employment data also indicates that the unemployment rate is lower for
bachelor’s degree graduates than those without and that this gap widen since the coronavirus
pandemic (Schaeffeer, 2022). These opportunities are a significant reason 61.4% of recent high
school graduates (2023) enrolled in post-secondary education (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics,
2024).

College readiness has been a major initiative among academic institutions and researchers
to improve student success and degree completion. A lack of college readiness can further result
in students incurring financial debt while not completing their degree. Data from the National
Student Clearinghouse (2023) found that only 62% of students who began a degree or certificate
program did not finish their program within six years. According to the National Student
Clearinghouse, (2023), the degree completion rate for this group was highest among students who
started at four-year, private, nonprofit schools (78.3%), and lowest among those who started at
two-year public institutions (42.2%).

College readiness is a particularly important research topic since the Michigan Reconnect
program offered by the State where this study population is from provides tuition-free educational
to residents only pays for developmental courses offered through a corequisite model (State of
Michigan, 2024). This opportunity resulted in community colleges eliminating most purely
developmental courses to assist the college readiness of incoming students. This is a dramatic
shift from 2019-2020 national trends when 65% of first-year undergraduate students took a
remedial course in math and 42% did so in reading or writing (National Center for Education
Statistics, 2022). Additionally, 2022-2023 data from the MISchoolData, the State of Michigan’s
official data source, indicates 70% of students in the state did not meet the SAT mathematics
benchmark and 47% did not meet the SAT reading and writing benchmark (MISchoolData, 2024).
As gateway subject matters in college, these results are concerning.

COLLEGE READINESS: COLLEGE PREPARATION

Since 1959, ACT has collected and reported data on students’ academic readiness for
college. A February 2013 ACT report titled Readiness Matters: The Impact of College Readiness
on College Persistence and Degree Completion found that “being better prepared academically
for college improves a student’s chances of completing a college degree, using multiple measures
of college readiness better informs the likelihood of a student persisting and succeeding in college,
college readiness reduces gaps in persistence and degree completion among racial/ethnic and
family income groups [and] early monitoring of readiness is associated with increased college
success” (p.1). These findings are relevant to the development of general education courses at a
community college.

A research review by Kurlaender, et. al, (2019) titled Improving College Readiness: A
Research Summary and Implications for Practice examined four factors key to education
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attainment: aspirations and beliefs, academic preparation, college information, and college
navigation and resilience. With respect to academic preparation, research review finds that high
achieving students, as well as those with access to a more rigorous course of study in high school,
have better postsecondary and labor market outcomes compared to their counterparts (Adelman,
1999, 2006; Kurlaender & Howell, 2012; Long, et. al., 2012).

Furthermore, Long, et. al., (2012) argue that dual enrollment programs are also becoming
more common in high schools to make for a more seamless transition to university. This is
particularly noteworthy as the student population of the community college in this study is a part
of a P-14 system and consists of a significant percentage of dual enrollment students, the highest
in the state. Additionally, the authors argue that “...college readiness, which multiple scholars and
organizations have attempted to define and has been attributed with strengthening the links
between K-12 and higher education” (p.299).

Kurlaender, et. al., (2019) also cite evidence that educational pathways are not always

seamless and that students in need of remedial, or developmental, coursework not only incur
greater financial cost, but are less likely to complete a college degree than those who do not
(Bettinger, et. al, 2013). This is consistent with the State of Michigan Reconnect program’s view
of development and corequisite courses previously described.
Kurlaender, et. al., (2019) further cite research that indicates access to more rigorous courses in
high school is “unequally distributed, with schools serving primarily low-income students often
having fewer advanced curricular offerings than schools serving a more affluent student
population” (p.8). Additionally, “students who enroll in rigorous coursework are often motivated
and encouraged by social networks (e.g., peers, guidance counselors) to enroll in them” (p.9).
These findings are further reinforced by students themselves in the study Student Perceptions of
College Readiness (Arizona School Counselors Association, nd) in which students reported a need
to increase the rigor of their course work, and to begin to transition towards a collegiate
environment.

Numerous researchers go beyond past academic rigor and success and cite a gap in the

communication to students and educations on the full range of what is needed for students to be
college ready (Conley, 2008). Leeds and Mokher (2020) cite research indicating “students in low-
performing high schools and first-generation college students are particularly unaware of how the
knowledge and skills needed to graduate from high school differ from those needed in college
(Boser & Burd, 2009; National Commission on the High School Senior Year, 2001).
Conley shares a view of college readiness through four facets: key cognitive strategies, key content
knowledge, academic behaviors, and contextual skills and knowledge. This is consistent with the
2013 ACT report on college readiness that found multiple measures of college readiness better
informs the likelihood of a student persisting and succeeding in college. These findings have
resulted in the development of numerous college readiness assessment tools used by researchers
and educational institutions (Oregon GearUp, 2024).

COLLEGE READINESS: FIRST YEAR COLLEGE EXPERIENCE

Research has shown that student success in first year gateway courses results in greater
persistence and retention (Flanders, 2017). However, this is complicated by the factors described
previously, namely, shortfalls in equal and sufficient K-12 academic preparation and rigor to be
college ready, evidence that developmental courses are not always beneficial, and an increasing
percentage of the population seeking a post-secondary credential for lower unemployment and
greater economic prosperity.
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Among the initiatives this has led to in post-secondary educational institutions is the
development First Year Experience (FYE) programs. FYE programs may include a variety of
opportunities to assist new students, including summer bridge programs, first year orientations,
first year seminars, mentoring, career services, learning communities, proactive advising and
counseling, early alert systems, and social support systems. Alamuddin and Bender (2018)
summarized the benefits and challenges of FYE programs for community college students:

Students who enter two-year programs stand to benefit from targeted
supports early during their postsecondary trajectories at a given institution.
Irrespective of prior academic preparation, these students have disproportionately
low retention and credentialing rates and tend to face significant challenges to
degree completion. First-year experience programs and activities are explicitly
designed to retain students, as well as improve learning and program completion -
goals that are well-aligned with the needs of the two-year sector. However, the same
conditions that negatively impact achievement, retention, and graduation among
two-year students may pose obstacles for engaging them in traditional first-year
programming or services in ways similar to the more traditional four-year students
for whom these programs were originally developed. Part-time enrollment and/or
distance learning, off-campus residence and employment, and significant family
and work obligations complicate an institution’s ability to reach two-year students
with the same level of scale and intensity required to observe institution-wide
impacts. Additionally, the transfer- and or career-focused mission of two-year
institutions, along with the shorter nature of their students’ intended academic
program, create unique needs and opportunities for first-year programming that are
simply absent from the four-year space. Paragraph 3.

A study by Caldwell et al., (2021) is noteworthy and related to FYE initiatives. Their study

examined what colleges do to make themselves student ready, including meeting the needs of
students academically, social-emotionally, and financially. This study collected data from a small
sample of students, faculty, staff and administrators at the same midwestern community college as
this study. Caldwell et al., (2021) cited a goal that their research “assist post-secondary institutions
in increasing the number of students who obtain degrees or certificates by considering how to best
support students by carefully considering the themes of support and community, and finding
solutions to disconnects that impact students” (p.37).
Caldwell, et al., (2021) found that “everyone interviewed referenced efforts of the college to
provide support in a variety of ways” (p.31). Examples included students feedback of support
from counseling staff; a 2019 HLC accreditation review finding of the college providing resources
related to housing, food pantries, shelters, and human services; a heavily utilized food pantry;
clubs, organizations, intramural athletics; full-time faculty desires to build personal and academic
relationships with their students; social-emotional support from faculty and staff; and regular
financial aid assistance sessions.

Nevertheless, Caldwell, et al., (2021) found a “disconnect between supports offered by the
college and supports students had knowledge of and used” (p. 37). One example cited was that
only 91 students were involved in sports teams sponsored by the college in 2019 out of 13,000
students. An additional challenge cited was the high percentage of courses taught by part-time
faculty who are not consistently on campus, more transient in nature, less flexible than full-time
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faculty with providing additional supports, and who less clearly communicated “efforts to convey
to students that they are cared about as individuals within the larger campus community” (p. 33).
Caldwell, et al., (2021) indicated, “while there is evidence of effort by the college to develop a
supportive atmosphere on the campus, there is also evidence that the students are not actively
participating in the formal organizations sponsored by the college” (p. 34).

STUDENT VOICE

This research is based on the belief that students can assess and determine their needs. We
believe that students can reflect on their surrounds and determine what they need to improve
academic success. Embedded in reflective practice, our founding principles are that we are
equipped to self-assess and know our strengths and weaknesses. Borrowing from teacher reflective
practice, Dewey (1933), we argue that reflection is the basis of knowledge. We believe students
have the capacity to reflect on themselves to determine factors that will lead to success. Whether
it is listening to grade school children to support mindfulness (Alessandro, et al., 2022) or social
work students’ readiness to practice (Joubert, 2021) the underlying foundation is to listen to
students. The premise is that student perceptions matter. This research delves into student
persecutions on their college readiness skills and understanding of institutional supports.

RESEARCH DESIGN

This exploratory study sought to understand student perceptions through a questionnaire
on college readiness in high enrolled entry-level first-year courses at a midwestern community
college. The main research question is, how do students perceive their academic readiness and
institutional support? This study seeks to understand student perceptions of their academic
readiness and awareness of support structures through a questionnaire._The survey questions
revolved around students delving into their own abilities and the services offered by the college.
The questions probed into whether participants were knowledgeable of the services and whether
they used them. For example, one category dealt with course structure & support, asking students
if they were aware of college areas that provided support, such as the Writing Center, instructor
office hours, advisement, assisted learning, counseling, and student clubs. Further, we asked
participants on a sliding scale how often they used these support services, from frequently,
sometimes, rarely, and never.

The Institutional Review Board at our college approved this research which administered
a questionnaire (Appendix A) to 3,013 students enrolled in entry-level, general education courses.
This survey was created using the Oregon GearUp (2024) and Southern Utah University (2023)
assessments tools as a model. The main criteria for selecting students were based on classes
comprised of the highest enrollment in the general education categories. These classes have
multiple sections, and all the course sections received the survey. This means instructors were not
selected or eliminated based on their full time or adjunct status. The vast majority surveyed had
adjunct instructors with 129 of the 224 course sections surveyed taught by adjuncts. In the course
structure, a diversity of modalities is represented, including Live Without the Drive, in-person,
hybrid, and asynchronous.

A secondary source of data, Tableau, from the college determined the Ds, Es, Withdraws,
and Incompletes rates in first year gateway courses. This data included, the listing of courses
designated as core general education, course level (100), number of courses, number of students
per class, and student profile (race, gender, declared majors, and financial status). Tableau served
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as a discussion piece for the researchers to determine which of the core courses were included in
this study. Thereafter, we accessed Ds, Es, Withdraws, and Incompletes rates for the Winter, 23
semester for courses which completed the questionnaire.

DATA COLLECTION

This exploratory study consists of a survey (Appendix A) with quantitative and qualitative
components that consisted of administering in April 2023, the questionnaire to 224 sections, which
had a participation rate of 135 sections responding. The survey was sent to all course sections of a
given subject by a representative from our Institutional Research Department. All students in those
course sections were requested to complete the survey. Whether they completed the survey or not
was their decision. Out of a possible 3,013 students 206 (6.84%) agreed to participate in this online
survey. According to Krejecie & Morgan (1970), as stated in Johnson & Christensen (2008), for a
potential sample of 3000, to be statistically relevant we would need approximately 341
participants. We fell short of that criterion. Although the participant rate is not statistically relevant,
our findings can add to discussions on understanding how students perceive their college readiness
in general education classes. The core category of English had the largest response rate at 7.41%
and Math had the lowest at 1.16% responders. Unfortunately, that Math course also has one of the
highest Ds, Es, Withdraws, and Incompletes rates, comprising 60% in Winter 2023.

The high enrollment gateway courses chosen were English, Mathematics, Biology,
Humanities, Psychology, Speech, and Computer Information Systems (Computer Literacy). Each
course satisfies a general education and an institutional learning outcome at the college. We
believe student success in these entry-level, general education gateway courses can greatly
determine whether students persist in their higher education journey. These are 100-level required
courses that are part of the seven Michigan Transfer Agreement (MTA) categories that students at
our higher educational institution complete in their first year. Specifically, the following courses
were selected for their high enrollment: English 131 (category 1), Speech 131 (category 2), Math
110 (although not MTA; it is a pre-requisite to category 3), Psychology 131 (category 4),
Humanities 101 (category 5), Biology 131 with lab (category 6), and Computer Information
Science 101 (category 7). After determining the highest enrolled required core courses, then we
sent the questionnaire to all course sections. For example, in Winter, 2023 English 131 offered 56
course sections, from those 38 sections submitted responses. From a total of 864 possible ENG
131 participants 64 (7.41%) agreed to participate.

The data was systematically collected over a two-week timeframe near the end of the
Winter 2023 semester, with email reminders sent to students requesting both their participation in
the study, and completion of the questionnaire. Participation was voluntary. There was no reward
incentive to encourage participation. Thereafter, student response data was thematically organized
into an Excel sheet. Our research component of the college administered the student survey in the
last week of March through the first week in April 2023. The survey was collectively developed
and analyzed by the three researchers who represent faculty and an administrator representative
from Academic Affairs. In addition, as stated previously, researchers modeled this student
perception survey on the Student Assessment of their Learning Gains, our institutional faculty
course evaluation, and Southern Utah University student readiness survey.

DATA ANALYSIS

Although none of the students were in classes of the faculty conducting the research, the
institutions research department collected the data to prevent the possibility of faculty conflict of
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interest overseeing data collection from students. As a result, the institutional research
department presented the data collected to the faculty. Student responses were managed in Excel
and systematically analyzed to identify common trends. According to Creswell (2013), an
effective means of analysis is to compile data thematically and analyze for emerging themes.
Further the student responses were systematically searched and illustrated in word clouds
consisting of 4 letters or more. This served to highlight key words students used to answer each
question.

LIMITATIONS

Although we feel confident about our research study and that it has contributed to ongoing
discussions to reduce Ds, Es, Withdraws, and Incompletes rates at our institution there are
limitations. The selection of the top enrolled courses has limited who was surveyed. This means
there are other courses with a lower enrollment rate that could have informed this study. Further,
as discussed earlier, the participation rate (6.84%) is under the statistically relevant criteria.
Although the number is not statistically relevant, we argue the data still contributes to interesting
discussions surrounding first year general education courses.

Another limitation is our focus on student perceptions. We did not include faculty voices.
Data is often strengthened through triangulation. Similarly, another limitation is that
questionnaires are comprised of self-reported data. This causes limitations (Creswell & Creswell,
2018). There is also a challenge in understanding the response as they relate to course modality.
For example, we did not have enough of a sample size in each of the modalities (hybrid,
asynchronous, Live Without the Drive, and in person) to determine if modality played a role in
student perspectives. Our intention is to start a discussion that moves forward concerns related to
high Ds, Es, Withdraws, and Incompletes rates.

FINDINGS

The main research question delves into how students perceive their academic readiness and
are aware of and use institutional supports. This question assumes that first-year college students
can determine their college readiness. In our findings from the student self-reported responses, the
main themes to emerge are their stated need for time management skills, the important role of
instructors, the awareness and usage of institutionalized support structures, and the value of higher
education.

TIME MANAGEMENT

Time management emerged as a prominent theme. From the survey, question-17 stated,
describe an academic skill that would have made you more successful. Of the 119 responses, 85
(about 71%) highlight time management explicitly stating, “Creating time for studying,”
“Discipline. I’'m poor with mitigating distractions,” “An academic skill that would have made me
more successful is procrastinating less because that leads me to push assignments to the last
minute.” “Better time management,” and “Not procrastinating.” Further, the responses where
systematically organized into a word cloud of the most used words with 4 or more letters. This is
depicted in the word cloud below.
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Figure 1. Time Management Word Cloud Five

In response to question 17 students further highlighted the importance in, “not be[ing] a
procrastinator” and “Being more proactive with my assignments and my time. Procrastination
can still lead to success, but it is accompanied by so much angst and anxiety.” Time
management and not procrastinating where key take aways that students focused on. Other
participants implicitly implied the importance of time management by stating, “Studying as early
as you can, because assignments are always closer than you think.” These responses indicate the
need to have greater time management skills built into early courses and offered by institutional
structures. As faculty and administrators, we need to incentivize students attending these
institutional workshops.

In responses to a needed academic skill that would have made them more successful,
comments from students mentioned being overwhelmed, needing to work and that a “life
balance” was a challenge. For example, one student commented, “An academic skill that would
have made me successful is if [ was to take my time doing my work and not rush my work due to
things I have going on in life.” This seems to go beyond time management with an emphasis on
forging through multiple challenges, like employment. Similarly, additional responses included,
“Being able to fall asleep” and “Being able to do my schoolwork during the day when [I’m]
more awake.” Student responses disproportionately stated time management as a needed
academic skill to make them more successful, but these responses also indicate a general sense of
being overwhelmed by the multiple demands that are in their lives.

Other skills needed for success pertained to studying or working more (20 participants)
and the importance of note taking (10 participants). Interestingly, writing (6 participants), and
better organization (4 participants) were not leading responses. There were responses
highlighting mental health issues, where a student expressed, they would have been more
successful if they were “not depressed,” another mentioned the need to be “smarter.” This may
indicate a call for assistance and an institutional need to promote counselor and mental health
services that are available at the college.

As illustrated in Table 1, we focused on the above self-awareness & motivation
components, asking yes/no statements such as, “I know my academic strengths, I know what I
want to out of my first year of college, If I don’t understand something in class, I typically feel
comfortable asking my teacher a question.” The above participant responses illustrate students’
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TABLE 1. Self-Awareness & Motivation

Response
Statement Yes No
Writing essays and papers is relatively easy for me 63.59% 36.41%
I have a stem to complete assignments 70.39% 29.61%
I am usually good at prioritizing my time to get my 66.99% 33.01%
studying done
I have a strategy to complete tasks I find boring 58.5% 41.5%
I know my academic strengths 84.5% 15.5%

I can identify academic supports I need to be successful 76.96% 23.04%

I see many benefits in going to college 93.01% 6.99%

belief in their strengths and the benefits of college. This also mirrors the values of our community.
As stated previously, our students are primarily of Middle Eastern North African heritage where
education is prized as a means of upward mobility.

According to Tablel students feel they are good at managing their time (67%) agreed to
the question “I am usually good at prioritizing my time to get my studying done.” This may be
explained by students having multiple responsibilities and being able to manage that time. Our
students often work and have family responsivities. Again, this can be attributed to their cultural
expectations and commitment to the family. For example, although an assignment may have been
submitted late, that student may have been managing their time. There might have been other
priorities.

According to Table 1 76% of students can identify academic supports they need to be
successful. Two of the researchers are also faculty at this institution and this information is not
surprising. We argue that our students are self-aware of their abilities and need for support services,
but that their lack of seeking supportive may be relates to timing. The supportive services may not
be scheduled times when they are available.

INSTRUCTORS ROLE

Another significant finding is the important role instructors play in leading a course.
Ninety-five of the total (205) number of participants responded to question 28, describe a
specific support service that could have made you more successful. Twenty-nine (almost1/3) of
the 95 participants noted that a teacher made the difference, whether this was negative or
positive. For example, participant responses included the following, “The teacher [needs] to be
flexible” and “...have the instructor post a video,” *“...have the instructor explain the
assignments in detail.” Another participant commented to reach out to an instructor when needed
stating, “I don’t really have trouble in the class and if I do need assistance, I’ll just ask my
professor during class or office hours.” These responses indicate the reliance on an instructor for
student success. Similarly, Figure 2. Instructors Role Word Cloud indicates that the four or more
most used words relates to the instructor, teacher, and/or professor.
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Figure 2. Instructors Role Word Cloud

This indicates an emphasis on instructor driven support for student academic success.
These comments on the instructor indicate that their perception of success is linked to the
instructor. Conveying the weight of an instructor’s role to instructors may lead to their greater
involvement in student outreach.

INSTITUTIONAL STRUCTURAL SUPPORT

The findings lean toward providing institutionalized structural support possibly in different
modalities (in person and online) and that this varies depending on the course. There were 19
participants that suggested other non-instructor assistance, specifically 5 participants stated the
Learning Lab/Center, 6 mentioned the Writing Center, 3 identified an advisor or counselors, and
5 other participants referred to tutoring or help. This indicates an awareness to seek outside
assistance to resolve classroom academic challenges.

A student comment that related to resources was intriguing. They stated, “While I’'m not
an unsuccessful student, resources that align with students [whose] lives resemble mine would
make a difference.” This was the only response of its kind but suggests the importance of making
content relevant to the lives of students. It could also imply that attaining resources may be a
challenge. On the survey, there were no specific questions on resources, but this response could
inform future research to include a question pertaining to resources, including Online Educational
Resources.

It can be determined from the survey that students, when aware of institutional support
services, were not using those available supports. Academic advising (course planning) was the
most used support service at 34.8%, but only 11.8% used it frequently. Interestingly 15.6% of
participants stated using office hours with 22.9% stating this was frequent. This is particularly
interesting because students viewed the role of an instructor as significant. As a higher education
institution, we should delve into this further to understand how we can encourage students to attend
instructor’s office hours.

A question on the survey asked about student frequency in using institutional support
services. Overall, student use of support services was low: office hours 15%, learning lab/tutors
9%, writing center 9%, academic advising 34%, counseling 15%, and assisted learning services
4%. The findings indicate that students were unaware of many student services offered by the
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institution. Therefore, there is a need to better communicate the support services available to
students.

VALUE OF HIGHER EDUCATION

A significant and unexpected finding is that 93% of students reported seeing many benefits
to attending college. This indicates the community values emphasize the interconnection between
higher education and success. In addition, the researchers found a discrepancy in student
perceptions of their expected final course grade and their actual final grade. For example, 53% of
SPC-131 students, 53% of BIO-131 students, 50% of MATH-110 students, 43% of ENG-131
students, 35% of CIS-100 students, 34% of PSY-131 students, and 15% of HUM-101 students
believed their final course grade would be higher than it was. The discrepancies among the courses
cannot be explained in our data. Recommendations for future research related to this include
examination of student engagement in the college Learning Management System’s grading
component, consistency of use of the LMS, course learning outcomes, and course materials.
Further, research could also delve into similar topics with the role of instructor’s usage of the
Learning Management System.

DISCUSSION POINTS AND NEXT STEPS

Although these findings are insightful to understanding student perspectives on their needs
surrounding college readiness support, it is too general to make recommendations outside our
higher education institution. That noted, this exploratory study can inform and guide future
research that can look more closely at each subject area to determine the needs of students in
specific courses. For example, there may be different support services for students in gateway
English and Math courses.

Similarly, we see this study as a base to promote a detailed research case study that includes
student Focus Group Discussions and faculty interviews. For example, the difference in grade
expectation and final grade was concerning. Approximately 50% of students surveyed believed
their final grade was higher than it was. As an institution, we can highlight these findings in our
faculty meeting to promote more updating of grades. Having faculty update their grades 48 hours
after an assignment due date may lead students to have a better understanding of their position in
the class. Further research, possibly a case study of students in a specific course could elaborate
this data to determine a course of action. Delving deeper into this, recommendations for future
research may examine institutional means of communicating support services and the influence of
course modality on student transparency and success.

In addition, questionnaire response rates were disproportionately high in sections surveyed
being delivered asynchronously. 62% of the total responses were from asynchronously delivered
courses, whereas sections delivered entirely in-person accounted for 17% of total responses. This
may indicate a need to have a paper survey to increase in person participation. This may also
indicate that students who take an online class are more self-aware of managing their time. That
may be the reason why they took an online course. These findings may also be interconnected with
a need to offer varied support services in different modalities.

From this exploratory research there is a need to expand the hours and modality of support
services. This is a suggestion that could be generalized to other institutions. We need to meet
students where they are and this includes offering support services that fit into their schedules. For
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example, we need to offer online, evening, and weekend times for various instructional supports
(academic advisement, writing/math support...).

According to Bailey et., al, (2005) there is a negative relationship “between individual
success and institutional size” (p.30). Bailey et., al, (2005) argues this is due to a more
“personalized atmosphere and services that would seem to be more likely at a smaller institution”
(p. 30). Since our college is more than double the size of what Bailey et., al, (2005) consider small,
we might consider how our institution can promote a personalized learning environment. This
research serves to highlight concerns in the core required courses at a higher educational institution
to ensure future success. In contrast, it would be interesting to study if non-required courses with
similar core skills have higher success rates. That could explore how personalized courses (such
as English for pre-elementary teachers) compares to a comparable English class.

This research is a beginning study that focused on student perceptions of their college
readiness skills and awareness of institutional support services. In this regard, a more expansive
study might include the personalization of curriculum as a means of increasing success rates.
Further research could also delve into success stories and learning from student successes. On that
note, it could, also, take the approach of delving into why students are successful. Similarly,
longitudinal research would affirm which support services have the most impact on student
retention and success over time and connected to program completion. In reflecting on the findings
and localizing these to our institution, there is a need to explore time management skills. There has
been a culture shift toward prioritizing the needs of students. Previously courses schedules were
designed by the college and students needed to fit college into their life. Now, students are using
their registration power to determine course modality. This is illustrated by our asynchronous
online courses filling before in person courses. Research on the effects of course modality on
student success can be an extended topic, particularly as it relates to time management. Similarly,
research could explore, relationships between historically underrepresented and underserved
student populations, success rates and student and faculty perceptions of college readiness.
Although, our focus was on student perceptions, equally interesting would be a study on faculty
perceptions of student readiness.

CONCLUSION

The findings provide insight into what students think matters in their educational experiences. The
purpose for this study is to inform concerns about high Ds, Es, Withdraws, and Incompletes rates
and seek to successfully implement our Institutional Strategic Plan. These issues are intricately
connected to equity and are relevant across 2 and 4 year higher educational institutions. This type
of study should be encouraged at higher educational institutions. It is our intention to highlight
issues in the hopes that we may engage in difficult discussions and create interventions that will
improve student success. Consistent with the literature, creating strategies need, “early monitoring
and intervention” to resolve issues when they are “still solvable” (ACT 2013, p. 25). Micro studies
on different early monitoring techniques are relevant in understanding which are most effective at
increasing student success. The goal is to retain students beyond their first year and support them
to complete their degree through support services.

This study is significant for contributing to discussions surrounding decreasing Ds, Es, Withdraws,
and Incompletes rates at our higher education institution. Further, we argue, that it adds to the
importance of studying how students perform in gateway core course. These general education
courses are critical to a student academic trajectory and can be modifications can be made in
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instructional or/and course structure to promote student success. In this regard, we argue that we
can improve student outcomes by learning about their perceptions on their college readiness.

In summary, this research is relevant to understanding how faculty and administration can increase
student success with the overarching purpose to determine ways to decrease the Ds, Es, Withdraws,
and Incompletes rates at our higher educational institution. Specifically, from this exploration, the
findings indicate that time management training and the need to emphasize institutionalized
support services will lower these rates. The research’s theoretical premise values student feedback.
The application of this theory is to trust student ideas. Further, from this study, it was determined
that, in practice, administration and faculty need multiple communication methods to inform
students of the support resources at our higher education institution. Similarly, student time
management skills need to be intentionally taught and interwoven into beginning level courses.
Another implication is to listen to our students and more effectively incorporate these services in
our courses, particularly general education required courses.

REFERENCES

ACT (2013). The Conditions of College & Career Readiness 2013. Retrieved July 1, 2024, from
https://www.act.org/content/dam/act/unsecured/documents/CCCR 13-
NationalReadinessRpt.pdf.

ACT (February 2013). Readiness Matters: The Impact of College Readiness on College
Persistence and Degree Completion. Retrieved July 1, 2024, from
https://www.act.org/content/dam/act/unsecured/documents/Readiness-Matters.pdf

Adelman, C. (1999). Answers in the toolbox: Academic intensity, attendance patterns, and
bachelor’s degree attainment. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education Office of
Educational Research and Improvement.

Adelman, C. (2006). The toolbox revisited: Paths to degree completion from high school through
college. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education Office of Educational Research
and Improvement.

Alamuddin, Rayane and Bender, Melissa. (2018). The First-Year Experience in Two-Year Public
Postsecondary Programs. Results of a National Survey. ITHAKAS S*R. DOI:
https://doi.org/10.18665/sr.309318. Retrieved July 5, 2024, from
https://sr.ithaka.org/publications/the-first-year-experience-in-two-year-public-
postsecondary-programs/

Alessandro, A.M. Butterfield, K.M. Hanceroglu, L., and Roberts, K. P. (2022). Listen to the
Children: Elementary School Students’ Perspectives on a Mindfulness Intervention.
Journal of Children & Family Studies, 31(8), 2108-2120.

American Association Colleges & Universities (AACU) High Impact Practices-First Year
Seminars & Experience. (2020). Retrieved at https://www.aacu.org/trending-topics/high-

impact
Arizona School Counselors Association. (no author, n.d). Student Perceptions of College
Readiness. Retrieved July 3, 2024, from

https://www.azsca.org/resources/documents/student_perceptions_college readiness.pdf

Bailey, T., Calcagno, J. C., Jenkins, D., Kienzl, G., & Leinbach, T. (2005). What we know about
community college low-income and minority student outcomes: Descriptive statistics
from national surveys. Community College Research Center, Teachers College,

Educational Researcher: Theory & Practice, Volume 36, Issue 3, ISSN 2637-8965



Casale, C., Maier, D., & Piche, D. 56

Columbia University. Retrieved from
https://ccre.te.columbia.edu/media/k2/attachments/low-
income-minority-completion.pdf

Bettinger, E. P., Boatman, A., & Long, B. T. (2013). Student supports: Developmental education
and other academic programs. The Future of Children, 23(1), 93-115.
doi:10.1353/foc.2013.0003

Boser U., Burd S. (2009). Bridging the gap: How to strengthen the PK-16 pipeline to improve
college readiness. Washington, DC: New America Foundation.

Carnevale, Cheah, and Wenzinger, 2021. The College Payoff: More Education Doesn’t Always
Mean More Earnings. Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce
(CEW). Retrieved July 2, 2024 from  https://cew.georgetown.edu/wp-
content/uploads/cew-college payoff 2021-fr.pdf

Chen X (2016). Remedial Coursetaking at U.S. Public 2- and 4-Year Institutions: Scope,
Experiences, and Outcomes (NCES 2016-405). U.S. Department of Education.
Washington, DC: National Center for Education Statistics.

Conger, R. D., Belsky, J., & Capaldi, D. M. (2009). The intergenerational transmission of
parenting: Closing comments for the special section. Developmental Psychology, 45(5),
1276-1283. doi: 10.1037/a0016911.

Conley, DT. (2008). Rethinking College Readiness. New Directions for Higher Education. ERIC
- EJ794245. Retrieved July 3, 2024, from https:/files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ794245.pdf

Council for Aid to Education, Inc. (CAE). Assessing Collegiate Readiness. Retrieved on July 1,
2024, from https://cae.org/solutions/collegiate-readiness-assessment/

Creswell, J.W. & Creswell D. J. (2018). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed

methods, 5" ed. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publishers.

Creswell, J.W. (2013). Qualitative inquiry & research design: Choosing among five
approaches (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE.

Dewey, J. (1933). How we think: A restatement of the relation of reflective thinking to the
educative process. Chicago, IL: Heath and Company.

Flanders, Gordan, R. (2017). The Effect of Gateway Course Completion on Freshman College
Student Retention. Journal of College Student Retention: Research, Theory & Practice.
Vol 19, Issue 1. https://doi.org/10.1177/152102511561139

Henry Ford College Strategic Plan (2022-2024). https://www.hfcc.edu/strategic-plan

Henry Ford College Institutional Research and Business Intelligence: Statistics and Reports.
Masi, L. (2023). Report data generated.

Johnson, B., & Christensen, L. (2008). Educational research: Quantitative, qualitative, and
mixed approaches (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Joubert, M. (2021). Social work students’ perceptions of their readiness for practice and to

practice. Social Work Education, 40(6), 695-718.

Kurlaender, M., & Howell, J. S. (2012, August 31). Collegiate Remediation: A Review of the
Causes and Consequences. Literature Brief. College Board. Retrieved from
https://eric.ed.gov/?1d=ED562687

Kurlaender, Michael, Sherrie Reed, and Alexandria Hurtt’s (2019). Improving College Readiness:
A Research Summary and Implications for Practice. PACE (Policy Analysis for California
Education).

Leeds, Daniel M. and Christine G. Mokher. (2020). Improving Indicators of College Readiness:

Methods for Optimally Placing Students Into Multiple Levels of Postsecondary

Educational Researcher: Theory & Practice, Volume 36, Issue 3, ISSN 2637-8965



Casale, C., Maier, D., & Piche, D. 57

Coursework. Educational ~ Evaluation and  Policy  Analysis.
doi.org/10.3102/0162373719885648 Retrieved July 3, 2024, from
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.3102/0162373719885648.

Long, M. C., Conger, D., & latarola, P. (2012). Effects of high school course-taking on secondary
and postsecondary success. American Educational Research Journal, 49(2), 285-322. doi:
10.3102/0002831211431952

MISchoolData. (2024). College Readiness (Includes SAT Data). Retrieved July 3, 2024, from
https://www.mischooldata.org/college-readiness/

National Center for Education Statistics. (2023). International Educational Attainment. Condition
of Education. U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences. Retrieved
August 15, 2023 from https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator/cac.

National Center for Education Statistics. (2022). Table 311.40: Percentage of first-year
undergraduate students who reported taking remedial education courses, by selected
student and institution characteristics: Selected academic years, 2003-04 through 2019-20
Digest of Educational  Statistics. Retrieved July 5, 2024, from
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d22/tables/dt22 311.40.asp

National Commission on the High School Senior Year. (2001, January). The lost opportunity of
senior year: Finding a better way. Princeton, NJ: The Woodrow Wilson National
Fellowship Foundation.

National Student Clearinghouse. (November 30, 2023). Completing College National and State
Reports. Retrieved July 2, 2024, from https://nscresearchcenter.org/wp-
content/uploads/Completions_Report 2023.pdf

Oregon GearUp (2024). College & Career Readiness Surveys. Oregon GearUp. Retrieved July
5, 2024, from https://oregongearup.org/sites/oregongearup.org/files/grant/surveys/gearup-
ccr-surveys.pdf

Sanabria T, Penner A, & Domina T. (2020 June). Failing at Remediation? College Remedial
Coursetaking, Failure and Long-term Student Outcomes. Res High Educ.;61(4):459-484.
doi: 10.1007/s11162-020-09590-z. Epub 2020 Mar 24. PMID: 33746346; PMCID:
PMC7967031.

Schaeffeer, Katherine. (April 12, 2022). 10 Facts About Today’s College Graduates. Pew
Research Center. Retrieved July 2, 2024, from https://www.pewresearch.org/short-
reads/2022/04/12/10-facts-about-todays-college-graduates/

Southern  Utah  University  (2023) Retrieved on  October 24, 2023, from
https://www.suu.edu/trioets/documents/1617collegereadinessassessment.pdf

State of Michigan (2024). Does the Michigan Reconnect scholarship cover remedial and/or
developmental courses? Retrieved from https://www.michigan.gov/reconnect/community-
college/faqs/accordion/funding-and-costs/does-the-michigan-reconnect-scholarship-
cover-remedial-and-or-developmental-courses

Student Assessment of their Learning Gains (2023) Retrieved on October 24, 2023, from
https://salgsite.net

U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. (2024, April 23). College Enrollment and Work Activity of
Recent High School and College Graduates Summary. Retrieved July 5, 2024, from
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/hsgec.nr0.htm

U.S. Census (February 16, 2023). Census Bureau Releases New Educational Attainment Data.
Retrieved on July 2, 2024, from https:/www.census.gov/newsroom/press-
releases/2023/educational-attainment-data.html

Educational Researcher: Theory & Practice, Volume 36, Issue 3, ISSN 2637-8965



Casale, C., Maier, D., & Piche, D. 58

U.S. White House. (2009). FY 14-15: Agency Priority Goal. Increase College Degree Attainment
in America. https://obamaadministration.archives.performance.gov/content/increase-
college-degree-attainment-america-0.html

Educational Researcher: Theory & Practice, Volume 36, Issue 3, ISSN 2637-8965



Casale, C., Maier, D., & Piche, D. 59

Appendix A

Please reflect on your Winter 2023 experience at Henry Ford College andanswer the following questions
accordingly.

Writing essays and papers is relatively easy for me.
Yes
No

I have a system to complete assignments.
Yes
No

I am usually good at prioritizing my time to get my studying done.
Yes
No

I have a strategy to complete tasks I find boring.
Yes
No

I have a system for taking notes.
Yes
No

I know my academic strengths.
Yes
No

I can identify academic supports I need to be successful.
Yes
No

If I don't understand something in class, I typically feel comfortable asking myteacher a question.
Yes
No

I know what I want to get out of my first year of college.
Yes
No

I see many benefits in going to college.
Yes
No

I know how to change my major.
I feel comfortable.

I may need assistance.

I need assistance.

I don't know.
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I know how to lookup program requirements
I feel comfortable.

I may need assistance.

I need assistance.

I don't know.

I understand the impact of dropping a class.
I feel comfortable.

I may need assistance.

I need assistance.

I don't know.

I know what Never Attended (NA) means.
I feel comfortable.
I may need assistance.

I need assistance.
I don't know.

I know the academic dishonesty policy at HFC.
I feel comfortable.

I may need assistance.

I need assistance.

I don't know.

Describe an academic skill that would have made you more successful.

I made use of the following support services. (check all that apply)
Advising

Assisted Learning

Counseling

Learning Lab/ Tutors

Student Clubs

Teacher office hours

Writing Center

Other support service, please specify below

How frequently do you use Advising services?
Rarely

Sometimes

Frequently

How frequently do you use Assisted Learning services?
Rarely

Sometimes

Frequently

How frequently do you use Counseling services?
Rarely

Sometimes

Frequently
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How frequently do you use the Learning Lab or Tutoring Services?
Rarely

Sometimes

Frequently

How frequently do you participate in or interact with student clubs?
Rarely

Sometimes

Frequently

How frequently do you use your teachers office hours?

Rarely

Sometimes

Frequently

How frequently do you use the Writing Center?
Rarely

Sometimes

Frequently

You selected Other Support Service. Please tell us how frequently you useother support service.
Rarely

Sometimes

Frequently

Select the grade you expect to receive in course from the drop down list below.
Describe a specific support service that could have made you more successful in Course. Please explain.

How could HFC have improved your learning experience in this course?We would like to get to know
more about you. Select your race from the list below.

American Indian or Alaska Native

Asian

Black or African American

Middle Eastern or North African

Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander
White

Some other race

Two or more races

Select your gender.

Male

Female

Non-binary / third gender
Prefer not to say

Did your parents attend college?
Yes
No

How are you paying for college? (check all that apply)
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I receive Financial Aid.

I pay for college myself.

My family/family member pays my tuition.
I am participating in Dual Enrollment.
Other, please specify below
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