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ABSTRACT
In 2013, one of the largest community college districts in the nation set forth a set of
policies intended to improve the persistence and academic achievement of its sizable student
population. Policies such as a new student orientation, course placement testing, and academic
advising were now required of all first-time students who had their sights set on a degree or
transfer to a four-year institution. One policy, however, was only applicable to those students
who failed to demonstrate preparedness in the areas of reading, math, or English. For this cohort
of students, an additional student success course was mandated that was intended to give these
students the academic skills and confidence to persist that they were presumed to lack. While
the student success course had been available in the district since the 1980s, it had never been a
required course in the district even though many other higher education institutions had adopted
it as such.
There was no clear rationale as to why this course needed to be required starting in 2013,
or why it was being required only of underprepared students. Further, little in the way of
preparation occurred or resources provided to ensure the smooth and complete implementation
throughout the ten-college district and there were no plans to evaluate the course’s effectiveness
other than measure each college’s compliance to the policy. Thus the stage was set for a multilensed analysis of an entire policy lifecycle rather than the typical summative assessment of a
policy’s implementation. From formation to implementation to effectiveness, this single policy
intervention in a single community college district is evaluated formatively. While each
substantive formative analysis’ content could stand alone, it is the intent of this dissertation to
suggest and demonstrate that all are necessary for a complete evaluation of an educational
policy.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
The problem was not new for a community college but the approach taken to address it
was novel enough. Students continued to struggle transitioning into and persisting in college.
One of the ten community colleges that make up the very large Maricopa County Community
College District (Maricopa) in Arizona had developed a package of student service interventions
they termed iStart Smart. Beginning in the spring semester of 2007, students enrolling in six or
more credit hours were being directed to, in addition to taking placement exams and meeting
with an advisor, attend a new student orientation and take a one-credit hour course titled College
Orientation and Personal Growth (Casey, 2006).
The program met with some reported success (On Course workshop: Helping colleges
improve success and retention, 2016) and other colleges in Maricopa as well as the district office
were taking notice. A district-wide committee was formed to help assess the possibility of
rolling out similar packages of services to all of the Maricopa colleges. Thus, the Student
Success Project was born to assess and oversee the various rollouts at the other Maricopa
colleges.
Each of the other colleges in the district took it upon themselves to implement their own
versions of iStart Smart. Because the colleges were distinctive in their systems and
organizational structures, no implementation would be exactly like the other. Each college was
left to determine which of their departments would be involved, what resources would be
allocated, and when each of the various components would be offered. By the fall of 2012, the
colleges were ready to report back to the district-wide committee on their implementations and
recommendations for the future.
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Just like the colleges were distinctive in their implementations, so too were their
recommendations going forward. However, two recommendations were fairly common
regardless of the college: New student orientations and a student success course should be made
mandatory for all degree-seeking and transfer-intent students new to college (see Appendix A).
What was needed now was some common message emanating from the district office to provide
guidance so all of the colleges could do so in a uniform manner.
Background
For decades now, community colleges with their open door policies have served their
local communities by providing affordable higher education opportunities for prospective
students. Students ranging in age from 16 to 90 enter these open doors with the hope of gaining
a degree or credential that improves their social mobility and income potential. Often first in
their family to attend college, frequently underprepared for college level work by underresourced public schools, often lacking the knowledge of how to become a college student let
alone actually be a college student, and often confronting colleges that provide little by the way
of systematic orientation to college, are common characteristics of the typical community college
student. Unfortunately, only about 20 percent of these students will achieve their goal within
three years of entering college, if at all (NCES, 2012).
Students who enter community college underprepared for college level work face even
greater odds. While there remains some debate over what actually constitutes college readiness
(Merisotis & Phipps, 2000), research places the number of entering community college students
underprepared in math at close to 60 percent, and students underprepared in reading at 33 percent
(Bailey, Jeong, & Cho, 2010). The overall persistence rate (year-to-year reenrollment) of
students who enroll in developmental courses at two-year colleges is approximately 27 percent
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(Moore, 2002; Tinto, 1993). Compound the poor persistence rate of students in developmental
education with the fact that an increasing majority of the students attending two-year colleges do
so on a part-time basis, and the likelihood of them completing a degree, or even being in the
higher education system, after three years is low (Chen, 2007).
For years, researchers have been focusing their attention on various policies and
programs that make up a successful developmental education program to reduce the dropout
rates of students (Boylan, Bliss, & Bonham, 1997; McCabe, 2000; Roueche, Baker, & Roueche,
1985; Spann & McCrimmon, 1994). Multiple interventions or services, though primarily
targeted to underprepared students, were developed to promote the success of all students (Perin,
2004). These interventions grew out of a need to address various areas of deficiencies that the
formal academic classroom did not address (Casazza & Silverman, 1996), which is part of their
own deficiency (Deil-Amen & Rosenbaum, 2004).
Some community college leaders have come to understand that offering a few remedial
courses in isolation is not a sufficient approach (Roueche & Roueche, 1999). As Starks (1994)
pointed out, “Isolated remedial courses were the least effective of remedial efforts” (p. 22).
There were a myriad of other factors that students brought with them to the education experience
that also needed to be addressed, and a myriad of organizational conditions and factors as well.
Lack of study skills, a preferred learning style different from those being used in the classroom,
and a poor self-image were just some of the pre-entry attributes that factored into the academic
performance of the developmental education student (McCabe, 2003). Colleges responded by
providing additional services like a new student orientation and a basic skills courses to address
these deficiencies that were impacting academic achievement (Casazza & Silverman, 1996). But
they have not provided a more engaged instructional workforce, with 70 percent of community
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college faculty nationally being employed in part-time positions, with less time for engaging
students.
Efforts to Increase Student Success
The challenge to help underprepared college students persist has not gone unnoticed by
others outside of colleges. For instance, state governments became involved in a contentious
debate as to whether or not community colleges should be the sole providers of remedial
education (Ignash, 1997; McCabe, 2000; Roueche & Roueche, 1999; Spann, 2000). Some states
went so far as to try to eliminate remedial education in their four-year institutions via policy
changes or funding restrictions in order to avoid “paying twice” for preparing students (Hoyt &
Sorensen, 2001). Their reason was that "Any activity in higher education that appears to require
the public to pay twice for the same service invites public scrutiny by policy makers” (McMillan,
Parke, & Lanning, 1997, p. 23). There was also evidence at the time to suggest that it was less
expensive for two-year institutions to provide developmental education because of their use of
adjunct faculty and larger class sizes thus bolstering the argument that community colleges were
better suited for its delivery (Bettinger & Long, 2005).
Those who opposed making remedial education purely the domain of two-year colleges
argued that community colleges did not have the resources to effectively handle all of these
students and that there would be a negative impact on the four-year institutions’ enrollment
numbers (Roueche & Roueche, 1999). However, advocates countered that there was not much
in the way of revenue that resulted from providing remedial education anyway (Saxon & Boylan,
2001), and that it distracted the attention and resources from other academic pursuits (Ignash,
1997).
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More recently, state-level policies have introduced interventions that are intended to
make the above debate moot. The states of California, Florida, Texas, Tennessee, and
Washington have all attempted various levels of enrollment requirements intended to prepare,
place, or redefine underprepared students (Hagedorn & Kuznetsova, 2016); used performance
based funding models to incentivize the community colleges to improve the success numbers of
underprepared students (Hagedorn & Kuznetsova, 2016; Shin, 2009); or a small but influential
group of philanthropic foundation supported programs intended to help students “Achieve the
Dream” of a college degree (Achieving the Dream, 2016).
Two foundations have provided the greatest funding and attention to bridging the
achievement gap created by underprepared community college students. In 2004, The Lumina
Foundation began to address this gap by providing funds to help shape the policies that could
address this issue with the introduction of the Achieving the Dream initiative (Achieving the
Dream, 2016). In 2006, the Maricopa County Community College District was the recipient of a
grant directly from the Lumina Foundation of $334,750 to study interventions that would help
underprepared or “at-risk” students succeed (Lumina Foundation, 2007). The grant was awarded
to Maricopa’s Achieving a College Education (ACE) program which supports under-represented
high school students at risk of dropping out of school due to having to work during the day to
support their family, coming from a single-parent family, or other hardships like being homeless
or living in foster care. However, the Maricopa County Community College District was not
part of the greater Achieving the Dream network (Achieving the Dream, 2016).
In 2010, the Achieving the Dream initiative became a distinct non-profit separate from
the Lumina Foundation. Since that time, the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation has provided
funds to the Achieving the Dream initiative in excess of $13 million and over $16 million to one
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of the Achieving the Dream partners before 2010 (Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, 2016) . In
addition, during that same time period, the Gates Foundation granted in excess of $36 million to
states involved in a community college completion initiative called Completion by Design. In
2011, community colleges in Florida, North Carolina, and Ohio, began receiving grants to plan,
implement, and expand practices intended to help low-income community college students,
many of them underprepared, succeed. One of the “cadre” community colleges, Sinclair
Community College, has called for renewed attention to two key programmatic elements that
help community college students succeed; mandatory new student orientation and a student
success course (Completion by Design, 2016). Remarkably, and notably, they overlooked
entirely the important role of full-time faculty, with research consistently demonstrating the
adverse impact of percentages of adjunct faculty on various aspects of student success.
First-time college students coming to campus for a tour and to be introduced to the
various services available to them is a good way for the college to initially engage with its
students (Busby, Gammel, & Jeffcoat, 2002). However, these new student orientations rarely
last more than a day for community college students and simply introduce the student to the
rules, procedures, and traditions of the college (Boylan, 1999). While some believe that
attending an orientation should be involuntary or mandatory (Cohen & Brawer, 1987), others
believe voluntary participation leads to better academic achievement (Moore, 2005). Regardless,
all agree that new student orientations should address more than just how to get around campus
(Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Roueche & Roueche, 1999), and be combined with other support
services to help the student successfully engage in the college environment from the start
(McCabe, 2003; Peterson, Lenz, & Sampson, 2003; Starks, 1994).
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Student success courses that teach basic study skills, help students understand their
learning styles, and guide students in their college and post-college planning grew out of this
need for something more and are considered by many to be just as important as any academic
subject (Derby & Smith, 2004a; Keenan & Gabovitch, 1995; McCabe, 2003; Pascarella &
Terenzini, 1991; Stovall, 2000). Like new student orientations, the principal argument
surrounding student success courses continues to be whether or not placement into the courses
should be mandatory. Proponents for mandatory student success courses cite that the students
most in need of help will get it, and students who need the course the most are also the most
likely to avoid taking it (Friedlander, 1981a; Maxwell, 1979). Detractors suggest that mandatory
placement into a basic skills course would result in many more remedial courses being offered
without evidence to support their efficacy (Maxwell, 1979; Pierson & Huba, 1997).
There is a body of evidence in support for these courses (e.g. O'Gara, Karp, & Hughes,
2009; Schnell & Doetkott, 2003; Zeidenberg, Jenkins, & Calcagno, 2007), but there is also
evidence to the contrary (e.g. Karp et al., 2012). However, most evidence is drawn from cases
and samples where the participants in the course were voluntary. Not as much is known about
why such a course would be mandated by policy, how it gets implemented, and whether or not it
is effective.
Addressing this gap and contradiction is where this paper intends to contribute to the
literature. The introduction of a policy mandating only certain students enroll in a student
success course provides the motivation and context for this entire study. Not only does it
provide an opportunity to examine the effects of mandatory course enrollment, it also affords a
deep inspection into the forces at work when policies are formulated and how such policies are
put into practice in a single community college district that is as large as some state systems.
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The Case at Maricopa
Despite some evidence of the marginal benefits of new student orientations and student
success courses many students do not take advantage of such proven services, and many colleges
do not provide them. Community colleges have attempted to make these interventions
mandatory but often have little in the way to enforce them. In the fall of 2013, Maricopa
implemented a set of such policy mandates they termed the Student Success Initiative (SSI).
One of the initiatives of the policy was targeted to affect only students who placed into
one or more developmental courses. In addition to the requirements for all entering students
with degree or transfer intent, the policy required underprepared students enroll in a one
semester-long student success course. It is this particular policy initiative that is the primary
focus of this paper. Commonly known in higher education as the first-year seminar, though
considerably different in large public universities than what is offered at community colleges, the
student success course is considered “the most researched innovation in higher education”
(Tobolowsky, Cox, & Wagner, 2005, p. 5). There have been numerous texts written (e.g.
Upcraft & Gardner, 1989; Upcraft, Gardner, & Barefoot, 2005) that serve as compiled guidelines
for best practices and suggested approaches, and Perna and Thomas (2006) have introduced a
conceptual matrix for evaluating the student success course. However, the research is lacking
when it comes to a comprehensive examination of the policy formulation, the policy
implementation, and the actual effects of enrolling in the newly required student success course.
Such is the gap that this study intends to bridge.
Serving close to 250,000 students every year, Maricopa located in central Arizona, is one
of the largest community college districts in the nation. The district is comprised of ten, credit
granting colleges that are all separately accredited by Arizona’s regional accrediting body, the
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Higher Learning Commission. In addition to the ten colleges, the district also supports a
corporate training college, two skills centers, and a charter high school.
The ten, credit-granting colleges are by no means homogenous but all are governed by a
single set of policies and administrative directives that ultimately emanate from the district’s
governing board or Chancellor. Some of the colleges are designated Hispanic Serving
Institutions while others are not; some of the colleges are located in very urban settings while
others are located in more suburban environments; and some of the colleges have multiple sites
that are distinct in setting and culture to their own main campuses. The overall population and
size of the district’s service area rivals that of many states so any policy initiative implemented
by Maricopa has the potential to impact a large number of students, even one targeted only to
developmental students.
The number of students nationally who would be affected by such a policy is not a trivial
figure. Nationally the number of students requiring at least a year developmental education is
reported to be close to 40 percent of all community college students (Abraham, 1991; McCabe,
2003; Parsad & Lewis, 2003; Shults, 2000), and Maricopa is no exception. In the four fall
semesters preceding the policy, 2009 until 2012, the percentage of first-time, transfer/degreeseeking Maricopa students placing into one or more developmental courses averaged over 47
percent. As community colleges feel that serving this unique population is one of their core
missions (Oudenhoven, 2002), and since students who complete developmental education fare
just as well in their college-level studies as those who do not require developmental coursework
(Batzer, 1997), it is logical for colleges to look for services and interventions that can improve
the likelihood of the underprepared student completing their developmental coursework.
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Significance of the Study
What follows are three distinct yet related studies on a policy initiative implemented by
the Maricopa district. Each study asks its own research question, develops its own theoretical
frame, and examines the question through that theoretical lens. While each of the three chapters
endeavors to identify and bridge a gap in the literature on their respective questions, it is also
intended that the entire paper will do so as well.
In the first substantive chapter, I explore the organizational environment surrounding the
district leading up to the policy adoption. Lacking any sort of explicit reasons for its adoption, I
unpack the possible institutional forces at work on the district with particular attention given to
the student success course requirement. New and old institutional theories are blended to answer
the question of why Maricopa would adopt such a policy. As previously noted, entities outside
of higher education can be influential actors in any district’s policy decisions. Therefore, I will
identify these entities in addition to the internal actors to discover what, if any, ties they might
have to the making of Maricopa’s district policy of mandatory enrollment in a student success
course of all developmental students.
The second substantive chapter takes a deep descriptive dive into the data leading up to
and immediately following the policy implementation. Drawing heavily on policy
implementation theory from the field of political science, the data are summarized for the district
and disaggregated by college to discover how the policy was implemented. More specifically,
the purpose of this chapter is to examine how well the policy was implemented and what might
explain variations between the policy made at the district level and the staff at the colleges left to
implement it. Maricopa is a very large district that rivals some state systems states. Therefore,
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an understanding of the implementation of this policy can be useful in understanding of statelevel policy implementations.
Chapter 4 is the final substantive chapter and uses the intervention of requiring
enrollment in the student success course to determine its effectiveness to improve student
success, defined as increased fall-to-spring and fall-to-fall persistence of students affected by the
policy. The data are studied to determine if a student enrolling in a student success courses
translates into improved student success. Inferential statistical techniques are employed to
ascertain the effectiveness of enrolling in the course on persistence. As this is more of a program
evaluation than a theoretical examination, no conceptual frame is developed in the chapter. This
approach on focusing entirely on the effect of the intervention is somewhat of a departure from
previous studies that use student academic and social integration (Tinto, 1993) or student
involvement (Astin, 1975) as explanatory constructs. However, divergence from past
approaches is not intended to detract from previous research but rather to supplement it.
Finally, chapter 5 is used as a summary chapter for the entire case study writ large. The
lessons learned in the previous three chapters are combined into an integrated whole to suggest
not only implications for practice regarding the student success course, but also to suggest
approaches for future institutional policy implementations in higher education.
The significance of this study lies in both its form as well as its content. By asking quite
different research questions of a single district’s policy intervention, the intent is to look at both
the forest and the trees of a single policy, and to suggest that future policy analysis of this sort be
structured in a similar fashion. To first look at the influences that generate a policy gives the
administrator knowledge of some of the more subliminal cues that may be at work. Knowing
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these pressures gives the administrator the ability to more purposefully decide if the influence is
legitimate or the policy even necessary.
Understanding how such policies get implemented in higher education guides the
administrator to design the mechanisms and definitions of a successful implementation before
implementation. Front-line employees and faculty can be better informed to maximize the
available resources for optimal implementation without distracting from other important
initiatives. Without administrator understanding, front-line employees are left to their own
devices to make a policy operational in the context of all their other operational tasks.
Too often a successful policy implementation is equated with a successful policy.
However, knowing the policy’s effectiveness should be a staple to close the feedback loop to the
administrator. This paper looks at the effectiveness of a particular policy intervention, but it
should become a matter of standard practice to examine how well a policy or policy intervention
achieves what it was intended to achieve. Allowing an ineffective policy to continue wastes
ever-decreasing resources and could actually have the opposite of the intended effect if it is not
measured.
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CHAPTER 2: PRESSURES TO CONFORM
Introduction
In the summer of 2013, the Maricopa implemented numerous policy initiatives intended
to improve student success of all students in the district’s ten colleges by positively affecting
their persistence. These policies, termed the Student Success Initiative (SSI), mandated that
students new to college who intended to graduate with a degree or to transfer to a four-year
institution: (a) participate in a new student orientation; (b) take placement exams in English,
math, and reading; (c) receive academic advising; (d) enroll in the appropriate courses in which
the student placed; and (e) enroll in a semester-long student success course if the student was
deemed underprepared in any of the three placement exam subjects. The last of these policies
was uniquely targeted to only underprepared students and is the specific policy under
investigation in this chapter. This chapter will explore why Maricopa would adopt this particular
policy change.
Mandating any additional course in a policy intended to help students achieve their
academic goals is somewhat of a contradiction. While in the case of a student success course
(SSC) there is a considerable body of evidence that suggests the course improves student
retention and persistence (e.g. Schnell & Doetkott, 2003), there is also a concern that adding
more courses to the list of mandated courses of some community college students puts academic
achievement further out of reach for an already marginalized group (Karp et al., 2012). Given
the possibility that the additional course may have negative effects on underprepared students,
why would Maricopa make such a targeted policy decision?
Through the use of secondary and archived data, the intent of this chapter is to examine
why Maricopa would be motivated to implement this policy that could conflict with its intended
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purpose of helping students achieve their academic goals. The literature on student persistence
is replete with studies employing Tinto’s (1975, 1993) integration theory or Astin’s (1975)
student involvement theory that examine the relationships formed (or not formed) between a
student and the institution. Likewise, the literature explicitly or tacitly suggests that institutions
should mandate various interventions for the underprepared student’s own good (e.g. Cuseo,
1997; Roueche & Roueche, 1993) yet there is also a concern that requiring more credits of
underprepared community colleges student will further exacerbate an already bleak persistence
picture (e.g. Belfield, Crosta, & Jenkins, 2013), and that such practices are “discriminatory and
[are] subject to charges of racism and class-based tracking”(Friedlander, 1981a, p. 62). By
identifying the prevailing forces surrounding the institution prior to the policy decision, this
chapter unpacks the decision using an integrated, organization theory lens to suggest possible
forces involved in making and launching the policy.
Literature Review
The intent of this chapter is to examine why Maricopa introduced a particular student
success policy in the fall of 2013. I review the extant literature on the determining factors for
policy adoption in higher education at the state and organizational level. Particular interest lies
in those studies that use organization theory in their analysis. Therefore, some attention is given
to studies using new or old institutional theory specifically as their frameworks in higher
education fields. Some of the policy adoption research using organization theory looks at the
state policy level (Bastedo, 2009; Cohen‐Vogel & Ingle, 2007; Lacy & Tandberg, 2014; Mokher
& McLendon, 2009; Sipple, Killeen, & Monk, 2004), some looks at more corporate-like
institutions that require one to extrapolate to higher education (Gauthier, 2013; Sanders &
Tuschke, 2007; Souitaris, Zerbinati, & Liu, 2012), and a few focuses on public and educational
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institutions at a more micro level (Ashworth, Boyne, & Delbridge, 2009; Burch, 2007; Reay et
al., 2013). There is a dearth of research on policy adoption in community colleges and even less
on the question posed in this chapter of why one public, community college district would adopt
a particular student success policy. It is within this context that I intend to contribute to the
literature.
Because the state is historically a major source of funding for public higher education, the
state funding process has served as a relevant locus of research for policy adoption studies.
Policy adoption by a state may be influenced by what neighboring states are doing (Cohen‐Vogel
& Ingle, 2007; McLendon, Heller, & Young, 2005), and early research suggested that policies
traveled or diffused from state-to-state based on mimicking what neighboring states were doing
(Walker, 1969). However, the explanation for policy diffusion based on mimicking is likely a bit
more complicated than simply geographic proximity (Lacy & Tandberg, 2014; Sponsler, 2010).
In fact, some researchers have found no evidence that state policy makers mimic their
neighboring states (Doyle, 2006). Further, state funding of community colleges in Arizona has
dwindled to the point where two of the college districts, Maricopa being one, no longer receive
any monies from the state.
In the past decade and a half, there has been a shift away from public interest in funding
processes to one more focused on educational attainment or student success (Doyle & Zumeta,
2014; Perna, Klein, & McLendon, 2014). And, while some states have dictated policies like
mandatory course placement intended to enhance student success, most have not (Perin, 2006).
Similarly, the attention of researchers moved away from the state as the unit of analysis to a
more institutional one and has sought theories that help explain the behavior of the institutions.
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Kraatz and Zajac (1996) set out to empirically test the relevancy of new institutionalism
theory as an explanatory perspective by conducting a longitudinal study of 631 private, liberal
arts colleges. This rather narrow organizational field was selected because the colleges existed
in a highly “structurated” environment and held a common core value of the efficacy and
primacy of a liberal arts education as opposed to a professional or vocational one. The authors
found that despite expecting liberal arts colleges to avoid vocational education lest they be
perceived as illegitimate organizational forms, the vocational endeavors actually succeeded at an
extremely high rate. Their results demonstrated that new institutionalism “consistently was
unable to account for the observed behavior and performance” (p. 831).
Kraatz, Ventresca, and Deng (2010) would later suggest that a “neo-Selznickian
approach” was better for explaining why an organization would fail to “reject value-subverting
administrative innovations” (p. 1540), like the adoption of vocational education or enrollment
management in liberal arts colleges, that are supposedly contrary to the values built into the very
structure of the institution. For these authors, even closely held values of an institution are frail
and require constant sustaining by leadership and, while pressures from within an institution’s
organizational field are important, looking more locally for explanations of organizational
change means having solutions close at hand as well.
Other institutional level studies include those that examined the pressures to adopt “noloan” programs in both private (Flores, McLendon, Park, & Mavrogordato, 2010) and public
(McLendon, Flores, & Park, 2010) universities. While regional diffusion of the policies was
found not to be a factor, they did find that the public institutions, at least those of a similar cost
and national mission to the prestigious privates, mimicked their private counterparts in order to
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effectively compete (McLendon et al., 2010). They also noted the role that institutions in “their
own backyard” played when considering a policy adoption (Flores et al., 2010, p. 27).
Though little in the way of policy adoption research in community colleges exists, Brint
and Karabel’s (1991) analysis of the influences that led to the “vocationalization” of community
colleges between 1960 and 1980 stands as a good example of employing institutional theory
specifically to policy adoption in community colleges. Expecting to find the existing models for
understanding the impetus for such a transformation, consumer-choice and business-domination,
the authors found instead that the local businesses that employed community college graduates
exerted structural power over the colleges while remaining outwardly apathetic to the changes.
In what they termed “structural subordination,” the colleges adopted policies they hoped would
“elicit a positive response” from local businesses and legislators (Brint & Karabel, 1989, p. 216).
Their conclusions, while useful in understanding the case of vocationalization of community
colleges, do not serve as examples of the application of either an old or a new institutional
approach. Rather, their explanation points to the interests of managers and business driving the
change.
Research applying organization theory to a single district’s education policy adoption, let
alone in a community college district, is noticeably lacking in the literature (Fumasoli &
Stensaker, 2013). While it could be that the temporal nature of policy decisions make them and
their contexts difficult to replicate and therefore study, it seems more likely that new institutional
theory has moved the research focus farther and farther away from the individual organization
and placed greater emphasis on more abstraction (Delmas & Toffel, 2008). This chapter will
endeavor to address this gap in district-level policy adoption.
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Maricopa, and most public community colleges, is governed by a lay board of elected
officials. Most governing boards, including Maricopa’s, subscribe to a policy governance model,
“This model focuses on the means–ends relationship, and it draws clear distinctions between
policy making and administration” (Kubala, 1999, p. 188). Consequently, the administration is
theoretically free to implement operational policy initiatives like those of the SSI that help attain
the board’s stated ends. Much of the current literature focuses on policy making at the state level
and virtually ignores the influence that local boards exercise on the “means” side of the equation.
Therefore, using the combined lenses of old and new institutional theory to better
understand the forces present and affecting a large community college district’s adoption of a
policy, this chapter will examine the entire organizational field at the time of the Maricopa
adopted its policy. Linkages to various stakeholders will be examined and a possible explanation
for the policy adoption is proposed.
Theoretical Framework
Institutional theory grew out of the reluctance of some scholars to accept the classical
organizational theory’s assumptions that organizations were composed of rational actors, distinct
from their environments, seeking only to maximize efficiencies. While organization efficiencies
were touted as necessary for an organization to compete in a market-driven environment,
institutional theorists believed the relationship between the organization and its environment was
central to understanding why actions taken were not purely rational (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991).
The early or old institutional theories focused on a single organization and how it was embedded
in the local community, and how the structure and the actions of internal “elites” or professionals
protected core values of the organization. Later or “new” institutional theories emerged that
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suggested institutions were moved by various distant external forces towards similar
organizational forms to the already legitimate organizations within their field.
In the theoretical literature there has existed a debate regarding which framework, old or
new, best represents institutional theory. For example, even though DiMaggio and Powell
(1991) compare and contrast old versus new, they also recognized that “something has been lost
in the shift from the old to the new institutionalism” (p. 27). Others have been more critical of
the debate suggesting that the exaggerated differences are “false and misleading” (Hirsch &
Lounsbury, 1997, p. 408) and have gone so far as to label it an “unproductive dichotomy.”
Greenwood and Hinnings (1996) sought to soften the debate even further by introducing
the framework of neo-institutionalism, which according to the authors was the “convergence
around multiple themes, the coming together of the old and the new institutionalism”
(Greenwood & Hinings, 1996, p. 1023). However, these authors still maintained that the focus
of their new framework was not on an individual organization or its actions.
Old institutional theory. In what would later be termed “old institutional theory”,
Selznick (1957) argued that the rigid, technical approach to understanding organizations as
Weber-like bureaucracies created a “cult of efficiency” (p.135) where the means consistently
overshadowed the ends. Recognizing that the Weberian definition of the organization was
insufficient, Selznick (1943) was one of the first to suggest that the bureaucratic ideal was only
possible when no other forces were present to divert its development. As he pointed out, “In the
real world of living organizations there is always the possibility of counter-pressure, of devising
techniques for blocking the bureaucratic drift” (p. 54). He attributed these counter-pressures to
conflicts of interests between the formal structure and organizational goals with the informal
alliances and individual interests of the actors involved.
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To Selznick (1957), there was more to understanding organizations than simply formal,
mechanized problem-response systems. He believed that institutions were organizations with
values infused and that institutional leadership's "main responsibility [was] not so much technical
administrative management as the maintenance of institutional integrity" of these infused values
(p. 138). Consequently, Selznick looked at institutional decision making, at least from the
leadership point of view, as more an emphasis of organizational value maintenance than of
operational efficiency. His primary criticism of the more “classical” approach to organizational
theory was that it focused on “how people [in organizations] ought to behave, not how they do
behave” (Simon, 1959, p. 254) thus resisting the “rational actor” model of his predecessors.
Central to Selznick’s (1949, 1957) theory were the intra-organizational conflicts which
occurred between groups within an organization and with local community entities. While a
formal structure existed, the actual operating structure of an organization was less evident and
exemplified by “influence patterns, coalitions and cliques, [and] particularistic elements in
recruitment or promotion” (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991, p. 13). According to Selznick (1957),
this intra-organizational conflict between groups was a natural consequence of being a large
organization comprised of many “sub-organizations.” Through this conflict, an organization’s
philosophy was developed and a sense of unique purpose beyond the stated mission was defined
leading to the unique character or institutionalization of the organization. Clark (1972) would
later refer to this institutionalization that occurs over time as the “organization saga” of an
organization.
Old institutional theory focused on the internal machinations of the organization but the
local external environment also played a significant role as well. This is another point of
departure for old institutional theory from its predecessors. The technical or utilitarian aspects of
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an organization can be superseded by aspects of a local, established actor. In what Selznick
(1949) would term “cooptation”, local actors in the environment could influence the behavior of
an organization in contradiction to its own interests “as a means of averting threats to its stability
or existence” (p. 13). This attention to the local external environment and the internal power
dynamics of an organization dominated the perspective of institutionalism until a new approach
looking beyond the local environment took hold.
New institutionalism. Under old institutionalism, organization theory had been focused
on single organizations embedded locally and on explaining why organizations were diverse. In
the mid-1970’s a “new” institutional theory emerged that took the approach of looking at the
broader external environment organizations operated in and why institutions took on similar
forms. Meyer and Rowan (1977) heralded in the era with the acknowledgment of the effect
society plays in the formation and functioning of modern institutions:
Many of the positions, policies, programs, and procedures of modern organizations are
enforced by public opinion, by the views of important constituents, by knowledge
legitimated through the educational system, by social prestige, by the laws, and by the
definitions of negligence and prudence used by the courts. (p. 343)
According to the authors, an organization is not an isolated entity devoid of dependencies on the
external environment and focused solely on internal technical efficiencies but is a “socially
constructed” entity that becomes similar in form (isomorphic) to its environment by adopting
externally legitimated components, by valuing these components based on externally defined
criteria, and by associating closely with stable external institutions to maintain its own
organizational stability (p. 348-349).
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DiMaggio and Powell (1983) further developed and refined the concept of institutional
isomorphism, defined here as a force or forces driving an organization to resemble other
organizations facing similar environmental influences. They segregated the various pressures or
processes into three distinct categories: mimetic, coercive, normative. Mimetic isomorphism,
according to the authors, is a result of uncertainty and most likely due to ambiguous, if not
absent, goals. They noted, “Organizations tend to model themselves after similar organizations
in their field that they perceive to be more legitimate or successful” (p. 152). The modeling is
not necessarily intentional by the mimicking organization, not necessarily desired to be copied
by the mimicked organization, and the modeled behavior is not necessarily the most efficient of
actions. However, the uncertainty drives organizations to seek out perceived legitimate actions
and they look to established organizations to inform them. What is considered legitimate is as
much a matter of pervasiveness by established organizations in the field as it is perception, and
mimicking an organization reproduces a kind of shorthand for successfully interacting with these
organizations.
When an organization is obligated to behave due to culturally accepted practices or due to
dependence on another organization for legitimacy or resources, coercive isomorphism is said to
occur. Legislative pressures from new (or proposed) statutes, accreditation criteria from
accrediting bodies, and grant requirements from private foundations operating in the larger
environment, field, or domain within which the organization operates can create coercive
influences. The idea of resource dependency as introduced by Pfeffer and Salancik (1978) is a
close correlate of coercive isomorphism where external entities have varying degrees of control
over resources and the organization responds by seeking to either reduce this external control or
to stabilize its flow. For example, social service providers become more similar to ensure
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continued support from a parent organization (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). Thus, new
institutionalism and resource dependence are not “dichotomous” explanations of institutional
change but are essentially cut from the same theoretical cloth (Jaquette, 2013).
The third and final pressure categorized by DiMaggio and Powell (1983) was that of
normative isomorphism. These pressures occur due to the growth and diffusion of professional
fields. This diffusion can be accomplished by employees migrating from the modeled
organization to the imitating one, or by the use of consultants initiating similar changes as they
have used elsewhere. Normative isomorphism can also be a result of the credentialing of
individuals in the field and as a result of the norms shared within professional networks.
Universities, for example, formally promulgate norms across credentialed (degreed)
professionals, and organizations often “filter” incoming professionals such that they are
“virtually indistinguishable” (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983, p. 153).
An example in higher education and relevant to the present case is the National
Association of Developmental Education (NADE) whose stated purpose is to advance the
professional capabilities of its members. The members employ these capabilities in their home
organizations and proceed to socialize others in ways that are similar to others in the professional
field. Regional accrediting bodies are examples of both coercive and normative isomorphism.
The teams from these organizations hold sway over an organization’s accreditation and thus
access to federal funding and the members of the teams doing the evaluating are made up of
professional peers referred to as “consultant evaluators” also spreading normative influences in
the colleges they evaluate.
This chapter applies institutional theory to understand the possible forces that influenced
a district-level policy adoption. How internal professionals, the local community, and the
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broader external environments interacted to bring about the policy is used as rationale for the
eventual adoption. However, before applying this theoretical lens, an understanding of what an
organizational field is and who the actors within Maricopa’s organizational field are must be
gained.
Organizational fields. Many new institutionalists believe that a supply chain or even an
entire industry is an adequate analogy for describing the external environment (Scott & Meyer,
1983). First introduced as interorganzational fields (Turk, 1970; Warren, 1967), then referred to
as organization sets (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978) and organization sectors (Scott & Meyer, 1983),
the concept was appropriated by the new institutionalists as organizational fields to more aptly
describe the broader environment for empirical analysis (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). According
to Royston, Suddaby, and Hinings (2002), an organizational field is “an intermediate level
between organization and society and is instrumental to processes by which socially constructed
expectations and practices become disseminated and reproduced” (p. 58). In the present case,
the organizational field would include such entities as the district’s governing board, local and
state legislators, other community colleges and universities, national professional associations,
and national foundations. Understanding the organizational field helps inform the analysis of an
organizational change.
Using the field of art museums, DiMaggio (1991) examined the archival data of two
organizations to show how professionalization of the field was a response to the collision of
ideals between the traditional elitists who sought to maintain the exclusivity of art and the
reformers who intended to make art an educational tool for the masses. If the study had been
limited to the narrow boundaries of just art museums, understanding how it came to be
professionalized would have been limited. However, by expanding the boundaries of an art
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museum’s organizational field to include higher education as the producer of art, the actual
consumers of art, and the formalized role of an art department within its organizations, a greater
understanding beyond the internal dynamics of the change was achieved.
An Integrated Conceptual Frame
Even though DiMaggio (1991) was examining the genesis of an institution and not the
perpetuation of a more mature one like community colleges, his study still holds relevance in that
he demonstrated the significant roles new actors to the organizational field play. The present
study of a single district’s policy implementation can still be informed by such an analysis
especially if the organizational field looks discernably different after the implementation than
before it. Though suggesting more elaboration to new institutionalism, Powell’s (1991)
observation that “the full power of the institutional perspective has yet to be realized” (p. 183)
opens the door to a more inclusive approach to the use of organization theory. That the
environment described by old institutionalism is the local community in which the organization
is embedded and that the environment described by new institutionalism is a larger
organizational field are blended concepts, particularly when examining a single organization’s
policy initiative. Initially the perspective and explanations of old institutionalism would be
relevant. However, as the researcher pulls away from the policy decision, new layers of
influence are discovered that are not well explained by conflicts of interests or value
maintenance of old institutionalism. Instead, the legitimacy imperative and professionalization
of new institutionalism better explain the organizational dynamics observed.
Operationally speaking for this study, an organizational field is the group of entities that
could have affected Maricopa in making its policy decision. Actors in its organizational field
include: local, county, and state legislators; national, regional and program accrediting bodies
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and agencies; other community college districts in the state and nationally; other in-district
higher education institutions; and a multitude of professional organizations and foundations. The
local community of the overall district also contains a major four-year institution, Arizona State
University (ASU), which could greatly affect the district in both formal and informal ways.
Consequently, any study of Maricopa that employs institutional theory as a lens must include
ASU as an influential local actor.
For Maricopa and for the SSI, specific actors include the regional accrediting body for
the district, the Higher Learning Commission, which accredits each of the ten colleges in the
district separately. Challenges in accreditation could affect the federal funding for the students
impacted by the policy. Additionally, private foundations like Lumina and the Bill and Melinda
Gates Foundation are major actors for all community college districts and have their own
emphasis on activities designed to help students succeed. As for legislators, the governors of
Arizona play a visible role in funding the district and have suggested linking funding to
performance measures like the ones SSI aimed to improve.
Putting an organization (Maricopa) back into organization theory and applying both the
lenses of old and new to the case is the goal of this chapter. Being more inclusive and combining
the old and the new “provides a unique opportunity to analyze the web of institutional forces”
(Delmas & Toffel, 2008, p. 1031) at play in the district at the time leading up to and the time
immediately following a policy decision by a single organization.
Using both old and new institutional theory for the present chapter makes sense in
studying the policy change regarding the student success course. For as Tolbert (1985) aptly
noted:
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Organizational phenomena are much too complex to be described adequately by any
single theoretical approach. Current research on organizations could benefit greatly if
researchers were to pay closer attention to specifying the points of intersection of
different theoretical perspectives and to combining these perspectives to provide more
complete explanations of the behaviors they study. (p. 12)
Further, Jaquette’s (2013) argument that two theories essentially born of the same parent should
not be mutually exclusive is similarly appropriate. In the present case of old and new
institutionalism, however, it is more of a parent-child relationship than a sibling one. Using the
dual lenses of old and new institutionalism will require an identification of “transition zones”
between the two “to identify commonalities across different approaches to studying the same
phenomenon” (Kezar & Dee, 2011, p. 287). A given actor within the organizational field could
easily behave in a way that suggests value maintenance while also be exhibiting behavior
consistent with the greater profession of which they are a member.
The complexity of Maricopa necessitates some flexibility to move freely between the
two paradigms. While the district leadership may be able to dictate policy that applies to all of
the colleges, each of the ten colleges in the district is separately accredited. Consequently, even
within Maricopa there exists value conflicts at the same time there are pressures to conform. A
Maricopa policy intended to elicit convergent action by the colleges may, in fact, result in a more
radical (or mundane) response by all or some of the colleges than intended.
That Maricopa is a large, complex organization and has been in existence for over 50
years is another salient factor in relation to institutional theory. Each of Maricopa’s ten
colleges, as well as its district office, is a unique “sub-organization” with different initiation
points, different actors, different local communities, and subsequently each with its own unique
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“saga” (Clark, 1972). The local external environments surrounding the district’s office are
primarily dominated by the presence of Arizona State University. However, each college is
more influenced by the population, local governments, and business entities within a few miles
radius of their campuses. Within each college exist subgroups of varying levels of power, each
with its own set of professionals charged with maintaining the individual college’s values while
attempting to reconcile with the district’s values. At times, the colleges diverge from the district
and only appear to be consistent with district’s values while internally doing what is necessary in
order to maintain technical efficiency.
Even a district as large and as dominant as Maricopa is for a community college, it is
subject to various influences that drive it to adopt similar policies as all community colleges. For
instance, large national organizations like the American Association of Community Colleges
(AACC) exert considerable influence over it by endorsing various practices for student success.
Adopting actions supported by the AACC carries with it the legitimacy of the action that the
AACC is perceived to hold, and promotes easier transactions in other arenas between Maricopa,
the AACC, and other community colleges nationally.
Methods
Setting
Maricopa County Community College District is one of the largest of its kind in the U.S.
Comprised of ten separately accredited comprehensive community colleges it collectively serves
over 250,000 students each year. It is located in the very large and populated Maricopa County
in Arizona, serving all of the communities in the greater Phoenix metropolitan area. Its district
office is located in Tempe, Arizona, where the executive offices have an unobstructed view of
the sprawling expanse that is Arizona State University’s (ASU) main campus.
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Maricopa County, in which the district resides, has the geographical dimensions and
population of a small state. Within in its boundaries are numerous post-secondary institutions
including private, for-profit, and public colleges; not the least of which is Arizona State
University. The county also hosts the State Legislature and the Capitol of Arizona.
The Organizational Field
For any policy, including the student success policy central to this chapter, not all of the
actors in the organizational field command the same level of influence. Additionally, there may
be considerable crossover where individuals may be part of multiple stakeholder groups. For
instance, full-time faculty is an internal group with considerable power inside of Maricopa. At
all of the colleges, faculty is the single largest full-time employee group. Their policy document
is held up with much scrutiny but without the legal standing of collective bargaining agreements
in other states. Full-time faculty have great interest in maintaining the power and influence that
their size affords them.
Part-time faculty, while in greater number than the full-time faculty, have little or no
influence in the policy formation or in the development of the curriculum. This group also
teaches a majority of the classes in Maricopa including the student success course. While
significant in the role they play in the education of students and should be considered a member
of the organizational field, their power is rather inconsequential. However, at the time this
policy was formed, Maricopa had begun an initiative to employ a greater number of full-time
faculty and invert the ratio of full-time to part-time in favor of full-time faculty.
Within the full-time faculty ranks are two distinct classes of faculty: instructional and
service faculty. A vast majority of the faculty policies are written for instructional faculty with
service faculty noted as the exception. Counselors and librarians make up the bulk of the service
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faculty ranks but the instructional faculty far outnumbers them. Counselors are also the subject
matter experts in many of the components of a student success course. They often hold
professional licenses in addition to their academic credentials and have the unique competencies
to teach certain sections of the student success courses.
Even though counselors are service faculty, they are represented within the district by an
instructional council just like all instructional areas. The councils exist to insure the academic
integrity within a subject area, to suggest and implement curricular changes, and to serve as a
representative body to district leadership regarding matters related to their professional fields.
The district leadership is comprised of a Chancellor, a Provost and Executive Vice
Chancellor, several vice chancellors, and each of the college’s presidents. The college presidents
report directly to the Chancellor as do the vice chancellors. The presidents have little or no
direct influence on administrative policy development which is the domain of the Chancellor or
his designee. In the case of the student success policy, the directive originated in the Provost’s
office which is charged with the oversight of the entire district’s academic and student affairs.
The governing board at the time of the student success policy implementation comprised
of five elected lay members from five distinct geographical districts within Maricopa County.
Their stated role is primarily fiduciary and they are intended to manage via policy governance.
In practice, their role can be somewhat intrusive and operational. As evidence, leading up to the
policy implementation, the board was making national headlines, and not in a good way (Aujla,
2009). Relative to the student success policy, their role was tangential. However, there are four
Governing Board Outcomes relative to student success that broadly demonstrate their interests in
operational practices that affect them. A student success policy might have quelled some of the
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negative external attention being brought on the district by the board as well as reduce the attacks
of the board on the Chancellor.
Like all public higher education institutions, the state is a stakeholder in Maricopa. Since
none of the district’s funding comes from the state, its influence is rather non-consequential
relative to a specific student success policy. As a public institution in Arizona, Maricopa is still
limited by various statutes that have an operational impact. Arizona Constitution Article 9,
Section 21, which limits the expenditures of community colleges based on enrollment regardless
of taxing revenue, is an example of such legislation.
Of the three public universities in Arizona, ASU exerts the greatest influence on
Maricopa due in large part to the many students who transfer from a Maricopa college to ASU.
Geographically, ASU is within a couple of miles of the district’s office and is even visible from
the offices of many of the district’s leadership. Because they are a recipient of so many of
Maricopa’s student transfers, they have some influence on all of the courses taught in the district
accepted in transfer. Any student success course taken by a Maricopa student would need to
meet the articulation requirements of ASU.
The other two public universities and the many for-profits in the county have less
influence on or interest in a student success policy of the district. However, Northern Arizona
University (NAU) does offer several bachelorette programs physically at the Maricopa colleges.
NAU would likely have some interest in seeing more students persist and transfer to their
institution but the numbers are still considerably less than the students who transfer to ASU.
The Higher Learning Commission (HLC) is the regional accrediting agency of all of the
district’s colleges. Located in Chicago, Illinois, the HLC with its various assessments heavily
influences the actions of the colleges in both coercive and normative ways. Without
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accreditation, the colleges and their students would not be eligible for federal funds. Further, the
Chancellor sat on the board overseeing the HLC and many of the colleges’ administrators serve
as consultant evaluators at the time of this study. Every year a group from each college attends
a conference in Chicago to learn about the changes in the accreditation process which they bring
back to their home institutions.
One of the reasons the HLC exists is to certify the colleges on behalf of the federal
Department of Education (DOE). The DOE is perhaps the most influential, both directly and
indirectly, actor in Maricopa’s organizational field. A vast majority of the students at the
Maricopa colleges require financial assistance which comes from the DOE. Implementing
policies that affect various types of reporting ensure the colleges are in compliance with the
DOE’s dictates. Failure to be in compliance can negatively affect a student’s ability to secure
aid. For example, in 2011 one of the Maricopa colleges failed to secure approval from the HLC
to offer programs at an offsite location. Consequently, the DOE denied all of the aid designated
to students taking classes at that location. In order to allow the students to continue with their
programs, the college had to replace all of the federal funds previously promised by the DOE
with college funds for one semester until accreditation was secured.
Of the many professional organizations in Maricopa’s organizational field, four stand out
as being influential to Maricopa and in the present case. The first is the American Association of
Community Colleges (AACC) has been in existence since 1920 and is the self-proclaimed
“voice” of all community colleges (AACC, 2016). Past chairs and committee chairs of the
AACC include former and current Maricopa presidents and other leadership. Similarly, the
Association of Community College Trustees (ACCT) serves the community college trustees
including Maricopa’s governing board.
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Two organizations with possibly more direct influence on the present policy are the
National Institute for Staff and Organizational Development (NISOD), and the National
Resource Center for the First-Year Experience and Students in Transition (NRC). The former is
acknowledged as the preeminent “provider of professional development for community college
faculty, staff, and administrators” by the AACC (NISOD, 2016). The latter is a source of
considerable training and scholarship on the matters of a student’s first year in college, including
student success courses.
Various foundations also orbit Maricopa and occasionally provide funds for targeted
initiatives. The most specific to Maricopa’s mission is the Lumina Foundation which is a
private, non-profit whose mission is to increase degree attainment of all citizens through grant
initiatives. In 2004, Lumina funded a national initiative called Achieving the Dream intended to
support data driven research that enhanced student success. One of the founding partners was
the AACC. From 2009 to 2012, Achieving the Dream provided grant funds for a Developmental
Education Initiative (DEI), that was also sponsored by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation.
While Maricopa was not a participant in the grant, and while no specific mention of a student
success course appeared in the final report, the publication of the findings closely coincided with
the introduction of the SSI (Parcell, 2013).
Evaluation Method
Archival documents, email exchanges with faculty and administrators regarding the
history of the student success course at Maricopa, and data and events immediately preceding the
policy initiative were used to craft possible institutionalist explanations as to why such a policy
mandate would occur at the point in time it did. Though any of the communications utilized
would also be readily available to the general public, it was incumbent upon me to anonymize as
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much of the information as possible. Therefore, there are no references to the specific colleges
and individuals are referenced simply by initials and date of communication when attributing
comments.
The unit of analysis of this chapter is of Maricopa as a district and of a single district’s
policy decision, though great variation exists among its colleges. The specific data used in this
chapter includes email exchanges with a number of the Maricopa college personnel and the
district’s office to provide foundational information on the state-of-affairs just prior to making
the policy mandate. Informal conversations and various public presentations were also used as
they pertained to the policy decision. Documents used external to Maricopa were acquired
without special privilege and readily available to anyone so inclined.
The use of such a historical research process in education is not a novel approach (Good,
1930), and it is particularly well-suited for a study such as the present one. A case study such as
this is an appropriate type of historical research (Lundy, 2008) with the specific phenomena
analyzed being the decision to implement a mandatory student success course for all
developmentally placed students at the Maricopa. This chapter will use an inductive reasoning
approach by attempting to craft possible explanations from the data available with components
of institutional theory being applied as explanation for observed, historical behavior.
Role of Researcher
By way of full disclosure, at the time of the document collection, I was actively
employed as a non-academic administrator at one of the Maricopa colleges. Because of my role,
I avoided soliciting documents from anyone in my line of authority. Further, no information
gathered was confidential and would have been readily available via an open records request to
the public. However, anyone asked to provide archival information was made aware of the
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purpose of my queries. Finally and according to district policy, I submitted an Institutional
Review Board request and was granted exempt status due to the overall nature of the research.
Results
In December of 2011, a new Maricopa initiative was launched by the chancellor of
Maricopa to further drive the organization toward the ONE Maricopa concept. The project titled
Seamless Student Experience (SSE) set forth several guiding principles and operational
requirements that were not open for discussion. He termed these items as non-negotiables and
the term would later be applied to a multitude of other directives by leaders other than the
Chancellor. The phrases non-negotiables and ONE Maricopa, to put them in the vernacular of
Meyer and Rowan (1977), took on an almost “coercive” status within Maricopa and were
frequently used to rationalize a whole host of activities proposed to promote student success.
A year-and-a-half later, the SSI was announced by the provost of Maricopa. In addition
to the policies outlined earlier, additional funds were provided to each college with the expressed
intent to use these funds to hire staff to execute the new policy. The amount of funds given to
each college was proportional to the number of credits attempted by students in the previous
academic year. Consequently, the largest of the colleges were able to hire up to three dedicated
staff to the policy but the smaller colleges could barely afford one.
There was no evidence in the documentation that the foundations influenced the SSI
policy decision. The foundations identified were not providing funds specifically calling for the
policy, nor were funds sought once the policy was declared. Furthermore, Maricopa’s resources
are rather substantial and even a relatively large grant would still be a fraction of a percentage of
the district’s overall budget. However, a report published by the AACC (2012) was funded, in
part, by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation. In this report it was noted that community
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college students do not readily avail themselves to optional programs thus intimating that making
such programs mandatory might be necessary. Noticeably absent from the commission was a
Maricopa leader and Maricopa was not a party to any of the data gathering for the report.
The offering of a student success course was not a recent phenomenon in the district. Its
genesis at Maricopa can be traced back to and directly linked to a paper written by Peter J.
Denning titled A Nation at Risk (1983), where he attempted to clarify and focus on the specific
recommendations made by a Presidential Commission a few months earlier. At about the same
time, counseling faculty at one of the Maricopa colleges began exploring and developing
curriculum that grew out of a Reading course, RDG100, which included various study skill
exercises. They were frustrated that the Reading faculty was not championing study skills. As
noted by one former faculty member, “Many of them around the district did not want to teach
their 100 class.” The counselors “became frustrated and began to investigate the company
College Survival established by Dave Ellis” and brought in consultants from this company to
serve as important agents to train Maricopa faculty to teach this course based on a text developed
by the company’s founder, Becoming a Master Student (RH, personal communication,
September 15, 2014). The consultants, knowledgeable in the application of the text, trained the
faculty to teach the student success course using the text. They also developed the faculty to
train other faculty throughout Maricopa to teach the course as well.
Early in the student success course’s existence at Maricopa, it was not the exclusive
domain of counseling faculty. In fact, the original course prefix of AAA was intentionally
designated so non-counselors could teach the course. Its earliest incarnation was not influenced
by normative pressures as much as it was used for the professional growth of faculty in other
subject areas, “There was an unspoken goal to use faculty who were having problems in the

48
classroom. If they learned to teach this class, they could take many of the ideas back to their
discipline” (RH, personal communication, September 15, 2014). The AAA designation also had
the added benefit of being the first course listed in the printed class schedules of the time.
The normative pressures began to take hold as early as the mid-1980s. The consultant’s
influence spread as they introduced other college districts to the texts and Maricopa faculty
began attending national conferences with these additional adopters of this student success
course and its text. In normative isomorphism, institutional change occurs due to the
professionalization of a field and “the collective struggle of members of an occupation to define
the conditions and methods of their work” (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983, p. 152). These founding
leaders of this movement in Maricopa appear to have adopted the nationally legitimated structure
and norms of student success courses to validate the implementation of the courses over time and
thus began creating an “organizational language” of student success within Maricopa. Just as
“engineers will solve a specific problem or that the secretaries will perform certain tasks, without
knowing who these engineers or secretaries will be or exactly what they will do” counselors
became the accepted purveyors of student success courses (Meyer & Rowan, 1977, p. 349). An
additional cross-referenced course prefix, CPD, was added placing the course firmly in the
professional field of counselors (only faculty with competencies in counseling can teach a CPD
prefixed course at Maricopa) and the number of counselors employed by the district grew over
time.
With the policy change mandating any student placing into a developmental subject
enrolls in a student success course, normative and internal pressures for teaching the course to be
restricted to the counseling faculty increased. Prior to the mandate, an average of 69% of the
student success courses enrolled in by students had a CPD prefix. In the fall of 2013, the first
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semester of the mandate, that number jumped to over 78% of all student success courses enrolled
in by a student had a CPD prefix.
Another phenomenon occurred that demonstrated normative pressures but to a slightly
different professional field as a result of the increase in percentage and number of students taking
CPD student success courses (over 1,500 more students enrolled in a CPD course in the fall of
2013 compared to the average of the previous four years). Two of the colleges in the district still
relied heavily on the AAA prefixed courses because they did not feel they had access to enough
faculty members with counseling credentials who could teach a CPD course. They continued to
offer the one credit hour version of the course rather than the three credit hour cross-listed course
so as to not “push out” courses in other subject areas (colleges have a ceiling to the number of
courses and credit hours they can offer each semester limited by space and budget). In the fall of
2013, when one college favoring the CPD course suggested to its counseling faculty that it might
be prudent to respond to the policy by offering more AAA courses instead of CPD courses, the
department chair questioned whether the faculty policy manual was being violated or if the
department’s academic freedoms were being trampled. A few weeks later, the faculty senate
presented the college’s president with a formal resolution to prevent the college administration
from questioning the offerings of the department.
The above exchange suggests that the pressures for professional legitimacy had changed
from the field of student affairs professionals and to a question of legitimacy within the ranks of
the faculty profession. In essence, the counseling faculty had co-opted the policy for their own
purposes. Within Maricopa’s faculty policy manual, two classes of faculty are defined,
instructional and service faculty. Counseling faculty have historically fallen under the category
of service faculty and had (and continue to have) different compensation formulas, hours of
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accountability, etc. However, if they teach 15 credits of CPD a semester they, by definition,
become instructional faculty and their status within Maricopa is elevated, at least in the eyes of
other instructional faculty.
The pressures for internal professional legitimacy may somewhat serve to explain why a
student success course was mandated and why this course might require a counselor to teach
them at Maricopa. However, any application of either new or old institutional theory to explain
why a student success course of any kind would be mandated for any Maricopa students would
be incomplete without taking into full consideration the policies and actions of ASU.
DiMaggio and Powell (1983) posit that institutions become more similar as an
organizational innovation becomes mature. The political and environmental pressures force
organizations to take the form of other legitimate organizations in their field. It might seem
counterintuitive for the largest community college district of its kind in the nation to feel such
pressures. However, it is a proximate geographic neighbor, ASU, that Maricopa most closely
compares itself to and not with that of other community colleges elsewhere in the U.S. Not in
terms of an institution to imitate, but as one on which it is resource dependent.
Maricopa was heavily influenced by ASU for other reasons than simply its proximity.
For instance, the number of students who transfer from Maricopa to ASU is a significant portion
of all transfer students for both institutions. Other community colleges in the state are likely
influenced differently by ASU, if at all. Pima Community College located within blocks of the
University of Arizona (UA) would likely find great similarities to UA and few, if any, to ASU
beyond those dictated at the state level. In addition, and due in part to Maricopa’s physical
juxtaposition, ASU exerts considerable “symbolic uncertainty” for the community college
district within its organizational field (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983, p. 151).
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A specific influence to the SSI and the student success course occurred in 2007 when
ASU began requiring a one-credit hour course titled ASU 101 of all of its new freshmen as a
result of a study performed by the NRC (Campbell, 2007). The belief espoused by ASU was that
the course would help with retention and persistence of students. Faculty from numerous
disciplines other than counseling was teaching the course and related the content to the student’s
declared major. Many other universities including the University of Florida and the University
of Maryland adopted similar courses at about the same time.
Up until 2011, Maricopa students were able to satisfy ASU’s requirement for a course
titled UNI 100, by transferring either AAA(115/150) or CPD(115/150). However, ASU stopped
offering UNI 100 beginning in the fall of 2011 in lieu of ASU 101, and because of the tight link
between ASU 101 and the major departments, credit for a SSC taken at a Maricopa college now
only transferred as elective credit. Whether the Maricopa decision makers knew of this change
in transfer policy is unclear but the change in circumstances and the timing of the policy mandate
announcement does suggest a lack influence of ASU in Maricopa’s policy decision. For what
was once a legitimate university transfer course, the SSC quickly became a developmental
course viewed only as an elective by its primary university partner and most influential actor in
its organizational field.
Discussion
The evidence suggests there were some internal conflicts regarding who should teach the
student success course in Maricopa but there was little evidence that this conflict influenced the
adoption of the policy. In point of fact, those conflicts were already being resolved at the
individual college level. That is likely why the new policy did not specify which student success
course was required. From an old institutional theory perspective, the new policy did not
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threaten the already held values of the district regarding the benefit of the course. Requiring it of
only developmental students did not preclude the colleges from offering it to college-ready
students and the values of helping student succeed were maintained. The policy served more to
codify this value.
Though there was significant activity surrounding student success being supported by
various foundations and the AACC around the time of the policy inception, there was no direct
evidence that this activity in Maricopa’s organizational field influenced the policy decision. The
reports produced and the dialog surrounding student success in the organizational field likely
served more as confirmation of the policy initiative once it was conceived rather than
encouraging its development.
There was evidence that the introduction of the consultants in the 1980s, while not
directly pertinent to the policy decision, did place normative pressures on Maricopa early in the
course’s adoption. By continuing to attend conferences regarding the course, the faculty bring
back what may be new ideas to the district and maintain the isomorphic influences of the
profession and the professionals who teach the course.
The most compelling influencer in Maricopa’s organizational field appeared to be ASU.
The preceding actions and policies of ASU were not intentionally designed to influence
Maricopa but they seemed to be leading indicators for the policy introduction. In particular, the
introduction of UNI 100 stands out as the most directly attributed to the Maricopa policy. While
it is true that professionals migrate regularly from ASU to Maricopa, and while it is also true that
Maricopa looks to ASU as an institution worthy of emulation in its field, the willingness of ASU
to accept Maricopa’s student success course in satisfaction of the UNI 100 requirement was
particularly pertinent.
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Changing the course from UNI 100 to ASU 101 to be more closely linked to the student’s
academic major, ASU may have also altered the Maricopa policy before it was even adopted.
The effect of making the Maricopa course a transfer elective-only might have discouraged
students from enrolling in the course at Maricopa. Instead, students may have responded by
waiting, instead, to enroll in ASU 101 once they transferred. Perhaps only requiring the student
success course of underprepared students who were already required to take courses that would
not transfer to the university was a way for Maricopa to ensure students were not foregoing a
course that Maricopa valued greatly.
Conclusion
There is no single theory that can readily be applied to answer why Maricopa would
implement a SSC or why they would specifically require a SSC of students testing into one or
more developmental subjects. There is evidence of strong internal pressures by the counseling
faculty to drastically increase the demand for such courses, particularly those with a CPD prefix.
These pressures may have resulted in a pervasive belief in the ability of the student success
course to improve student success. This widely held belief of the benefits of the student success
course may have emboldened district leadership’s confidence in the course’s value thus leading
them not to question making such a policy decision. When confronted with continually poor
persistence of developmental students, the decision to mandate the SSC on this cohort of
students may not have been “why make this policy decision?” but instead, “why not?”
Possible Negative Consequences
Mandating the student enroll in a student success course is not without its possible
negative effects. First is the added burden that enrolling in an additional three-credit course
places on the underprepared student. Already being required to take one or more subject matter
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developmental courses, the additional course could delay or prevent the student from enrolling in
other courses that are not at the developmental level. More importantly, these students will end
up paying more in tuition and fees over time, and will experience a significant longer time to
degree or transfer, if they persist at all (Melguizo, Hagedorn, & Cypers, 2008).
Another concern is the effect on the student’s ability to receive financial aid. Federal
guidelines limit how much a student can receive in Pell Grants for their lifetime. Even if the
student receives aid for the course and does not experience an initial out-of-pocket cost, the
additional course could negatively affect their ability to receive such aid later in their college
career ("Calculation Federal Pell Grant Lifetime Eligibility Used | Federal Student Aid," 2016).
Two more subtle but no less concerning negative possibilities are the “remedialization”
of the curriculum and the stigmatization of the student who enrolls in the student success course.
Remedialization is a concept posited by McGrath and Spear (1991) to characterize what they
believe is the declining rigor of the curriculum in community colleges generally. In terms of the
student success course, it could result in significant curricular changes such that students who are
college-ready or are close to college-ready and who choose to enroll in it would no longer benefit
from it. Further, “remedializing” the course could lead to it becoming classified as
developmental both internally and externally thus jeopardizing the student’s ability to transfer
the course to a four-year institution.
Finally, mandating the course of only developmental students attaches to the course a
stigma it did not have prior to the policy. Once the course became developmental, it could signal
that any student enrolling in the course was also developmental. This is not only a negative
consequence for those mandated to take the course but also for those who do not meet the
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mandate criteria yet now avoid the course because of the new stigma attached to it (Deil-Amen,
2011).
Despite these possible negative consequences, the policy decision was made. None of
the evidence examined clearly pointed to a “smoking gun” of the policy. What did exist was a
tremendous amount of attention to the poor persistence rates of underprepared students, and a
normative and coercive environment to address this issue at the student level through a study
skills course. In the context of this environment, the counseling faculty were able to leverage the
district initiative in hopes of furthering their own agenda but were not the reason the policy was
formed.
The role of Maricopa’s proximate neighbor, ASU, should not be ignored. Even as the
district sought a new chancellor in 2016, ASU’s President Michael Crow served as one of the
two co-chairs of the search committee. The migration of staff who continue to bring with them
policies and practices, the national reputation that ASU enjoys and with which Maricopa aspires,
and the number of students who transfer from Maricopa to ASU all combine to create
tremendous pressures on Maricopa to become more like ASU in its organizational form. This
proximate influence warrants greater investigation with respect to the role a prominent nearby
four-year institution exerts on the organizational form and specific policies of a local community
college. However, these circumstances appear to have had little bearing on the formation of this
policy.
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CHAPTER 3: IMPLEMENTATION OF THE POLICY MANDATE
Introduction
In the fall of 2013, Maricopa implemented a policy requiring all students who test into
one or more developmental subjects and who intend to graduate with a degree or transfer to a
four-year institution, enroll in a semester-long student success course. The specific policy read,
“Students who will be attending college for the first time, and intend to earn an associate’s
degree or transfer to a college/university to complete a bachelor’s degree, and who test into one
or more developmental education courses will be required to successfully complete a college
success course (CPD/AAA150 or CPD/AAA115) within the first two semesters at a MCCCD
college.” The student success course had been offered in Maricopa for decades in a couple of
different formats but now enrollment was mandated for certain students. This chapter examines
the implementation of this policy with respect to compliance via a descriptive analysis of
enrollment, staffing, and content of the course before the policy and immediately after the policy
was implemented.
Policy Background
The purpose of this chapter is to do a deep, descriptive inspection of how the separately
accredited Maricopa community colleges implemented the mandated student success course
policy for underprepared students before and after the policy implementation in the fall of 2013;
and to situate the responses within the appropriate policy implementation literature. The extant
research regarding higher education policy implementation focuses primarily on the difference
between how the policy decision makers expected implementation to take place and how the
actual implementation occurred. The underlying assumption being that the policy was perfectly
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formulated and thus any variation in the actual implementation was the fault of those who
implemented it.
The Maricopa district is comprised of ten separately accredited colleges, two skill
centers, a corporate training college, and a central office. Each of the Maricopa colleges has its
own administration responsible for the strategic direction of the college as well as the daily
operations and each college is a distinct entity when it comes to federal funding like Title IV
resources. In addition, some of the colleges have one or more campus locations or sites which
fall under the auspices of the individual college. The presidents of each of the ten credit-granting
colleges report to a district chancellor who is the sole employee of the popularly-elected
governing board. Policies, such as the one presently under investigation, emanate from either the
governing board or the chancellor’s office to all of the colleges in the district. It is ultimately
each college president’s responsibility to comply with these policies.
The district office exists to provide support services to the colleges in Maricopa. In
addition to the chancellor, there are vice chancellors of Human Resources, Information
Technology, Business Services, and Academic and Student Affairs. Each vice chancellor is
considered the same “level” as the colleges’ presidents and they all serve on the Chancellor’s
Executive Council (CEC). While policies are approved by the chancellor, any one of the vice
chancellors may bring a policy recommendation forward for approval related to their areas of
responsibilities. In the present case, the vice chancellor responsible for Academic and Student
Affairs brought forward the specific policy to the CEC and requested its approval. All of the
colleges are expected to follow the directives from policies brought forward in this manner.
When Maricopa adopted the policy mandating developmental students enroll in a student
success course, there were no mechanisms in place to enforce if and how it was implemented.
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Each college was therefore given considerable discretion as to how the policy would be
implemented. Compliance with the policy was left to faculty to offer the necessary courses and
to advisors to enroll students in those courses, but system controls (e.g., Customer Relationship
Management system) did not exist to force the enrollment or to prevent students from dropping
out of the course on their own. Consequently, compliance with the adopted policy was far less
than 100%. As many authors note (e.g. Friedlander, 1981b; Hodges & White, 2001; Karabenick
& Knapp, 1988), underprepared students are least likely to take advantage of student success
services. Thus, it was incumbent upon advisors to ensure these students were being enrolled, and
placed a substantial portion of the policy implementation success in the hands of front-line
employees.
Prior policy did not require any first-time students who intended to pursue a degree or to
transfer to a four-year institution enroll in either a one- or three-credit hour student skills course,
but many did. The course available to the student depended on which college within Maricopa
the student was enrolling and what the instructional departments chose to offer. Though the new
policy explicitly stated the one-credit hour course was a viable option, it was interpreted by many
to require developmental students enroll in the three-credit hour course, CPD150, taught
exclusively by counseling faculty. However, because the preferred course was only tacitly
suggested, some colleges continued to emphasize the one-credit hour AAA115, which lacks
some of the content of CPD150 as noted below, and also does not require the faculty to have a
competency in counseling.
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Literature Review
Policy implementation research has been the purview of political science and public
administration literature for several decades. The preferred methodology for such research has
historically been the case study focused on the time period from just after a policy decision was
made to the point where it was, or should have been, implemented.
Much of the early evaluation of policy implementation centered on understanding what
leaders could do to ensure their policies were fully implemented. The general premise was the
front-line implementers’ resistance to change needed to be addressed by leaders if
implementations of policies were to be successful. Some even lamented the implementation
process was one where the necessary pieces were assembled by a series of unrelated “games”
where each transaction was separately negotiated. Bardach (1977) argued implementation was a
process of give and take with those involved expending a lot of energy “to avoid responsibility,
scrutiny, and blame” for the implementation (p. 37). From a less skeptical perspective,
McLaughlin (1987) agreed “At each point in the policy process, a policy is transformed as
individuals interpret and respond to it” (p. 174). The implication being, leadership should be
able to direct or control how a policy is interpreted.
The early investigations examined why policies derived through legitimate processes
failed to be implemented as envisioned by the decision makers. One of the first and most notable
case studies was performed by Pressman and Wildavsky (1973) who investigated the limited
policy implementation of the Economic Development Agency in Oakland, California, in the
1960s through their case study of $23 million worth of various works intended to promote
minority employment in the Bay area. Despite good intentions and the involvement of multiple
stakeholders, only one such project ever came to even partial fruition, few minorities were
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employed, and no one could identify any dramatic causal reasons as to the implementation’s
failure. The authors suggested the inability of the policy to be fully and successfully
implemented was due to an “implementation deficit,” which occurred when the linkages between
policy formation and policy implementation were numerous, damaged, or weak. In what they
broadly termed the “complexity of joint action,” Pressman and Wildavsky (1973) pointed out
multiple decision points, minor conflicts, and various perspectives created an environment that
dramatically altered, and in this case stymied, full implementation.
Concurrent with the Pressman and Wildavsky study, Gross, Giacquinta, and Bernstein
(1971) performed a case study of a policy implementation in an “inner-city” school setting
examining a policy initiative to significantly alter the role of the teacher in the classroom. Gross
and his colleagues were concerned with the lack of attention given to “explaining the success or
failure of the implementation of innovations in schools or other types of organizations” (p. 21).
To them, the diffusion and adoption studies of the time had no “utility” to broader policy
implementations because of the many intervening steps between policy making and actual policy
implementations. Any literature that did exist, according the researchers, focused “on the ability
of management or a change agent to overcome members’ initial resistance to change” (p. 37).
The policy implementation process they chose to study was the introduction of a new
pedagogical form they termed “the catalytic role model” requiring the teacher to facilitate the
conditions for learning or educational process rather than serving as a content expert.
Eleven teachers at a single inner-city elementary school located in a large New England
community were selected as the site for this study. Through interviews, observations, and
surveys, Gross et al. (1971) discovered resistance to change did not just occur at the time a
policy was initiated, but afterward as well. Some of the teachers who attempted to adopt the new
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policy were initially receptive at its introduction but found they were not able to manage the
classrooms as they had been trained and thus reverted back to familiar ways. They also found
administrators supported the policy but delegated the implementation to other staff with no
feedback mechanisms provided regarding the attempted adoptions. The front-line implementers,
the teachers, lacked understanding and training in the new model. According to the authors, it
was the administration’s lack of leadership to provide the necessary information, resources, and
organizational environment that resulted in the failed implementation.
Using various community corrections policies for Oregon and Colorado as their case,
Maynard-Moody, Musheno, and Palumbo (1990) compared the organizational environments to
see how differences in front-line involvement in policy development affected policy
implementation. Via an exploratory research design, Maynard-Moody et al. (1990) concluded
Colorado’s implementations were more successful due, in part, to the amount of influence frontline implementers had in the policy development processes. Contrary to prior beliefs that
managerial control was lacking and thus would explain Oregon’s failures, the authors posited
that employees involved directly with clients need to be part of the policy formation process in
order for policy implementations to be successful.
The implementation of a state mandate like Common Core serves as a close proxy for a
policy mandate within a community college district like Maricopa. In a comparative analysis of
two North Carolina school districts, Porter, Fusarelli, and Fusarelli (2015) gathered qualitative
data in the form of interviews, focus groups, and surveys, to study how Common Core was
implemented. While a major theme of their findings was the impact the implementation had on
experienced teachers, the authors also found a major theme of “the importance of the context of
implementation” and the importance of administrative support (p. 132). However, one of the key
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challenges to implementation was not one of awareness or even one of front-line resistance by
exercising discretion, but one of “mastery” on the part of the teachers. The efficacies of
Common Core notwithstanding, the capabilities of the front-line implementers affected the
policy’s full and successful implementation.
The most similar research in terms of setting to the present study was performed by Mills
(1998) who used semi-structured interviews with two public universities and one public
community college in Oklahoma to evaluate how these institutions interpreted a remediation
policy mandate from the Oklahoma State Regents for Higher Education. In what was viewed as
a relatively minor initiative, restricting “the discretion of institutions and students for deciding
who should take remedial course” (p. 693), Mills found each institution interpreted the mandate
differently and that the implementation was a little more complex than the policy makers
predicted. According to Mills, the policy had to be aligned with each institution’s view of their
overall mission. Even across the four distinct campuses that comprised the community college,
the policy had different implications with respect to how each viewed its mission of remedial
education. Each environment had to interpret or to make its own “sense” of how the policy
would be carried out.
The study by Mills (1998) notwithstanding, very little scholarship exists focused on
policy implementation in higher education. In addition, the landscape is void of studies that
examine the implementation of policy changes initiated by a community college district. This
distinction is particularly important given that so many community colleges are structured in
non-overlapping, geographical districts within their state. Therefore, policies intended to
improve the success of a specific cohort of students like those entering underprepared to pursue
college-level studies can be made by one district and not affect the policies of any other districts
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in the state. Given the importance of such policies in achieving the access, success, and
completion agendas of community colleges, this gap in the literature should be addressed. What
happens between a policy decision and the outcomes of its implementation, or lack thereof,
warrants further examination. This chapter attempts to bridge this important gap in the literature.
Conceptual Frame
The concept of loose coupling introduced by Weick (1976) is a popular frame used to
describe higher education as a unique environment for studying policy implementation. In
contrast to the tightly coupled organizations where linkages between elements are rigid and
highly dependent, a loosely coupled organization is one where the linkages are weak or
sometimes fleeting. An example of loose coupling in higher education would be having a policy
that prohibits students from registering in a class once it has started yet the instructor or registrar
allows the registration to occur. While it may look like loose coupling means rules are
rampantly ignored, it actually can promote local responsiveness and to environmental changes.
Weick distinguished between technical couplings like those between individuals or tasks, and
authoritative couplings like those between positions or areas of responsibility. Pertinent to a
policy implementation, a loosely coupled system like that of higher education is one where
policy diffusion is difficult unless the scope of the change is small. Again, while such could be
viewed negatively, it is also the case that loosely coupled elements can isolate a “breakdown”
without affecting the entire organization. For instance, Birnbaum (2000, 2001) credits this loose
coupling of higher education for its resistance to fully and detrimentally adopting failed planning
approaches from the private sector.
Fusarelli (2002) argued that “loose coupling” may no longer be an appropriate construct
to apply to higher education. He pointed to increased external accountability pressures, as well
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as powerful new institutional actors and institutional capacity as driving forces for education to
be more “tightly coupled” (p. 562). Allowing local variations as seen in a loosely coupled
environment could result in being out of compliance with external oversight mandates and now
result in possible sanctions. Fusarelli (2002) postulated that tight coupling, or moving toward
tight coupling, does not necessarily mean moving to an entirely top-down implementation
strategy; rather, he believed a combination of both top-down and bottom-up strategies were
necessary to effectively implement “systemic reform” in education.
Loose coupling might not apply if the present policy was adopted in direct response to
external pressures. However, the policy originated at the district level and within the district are
numerous linkages with various levels of coupling. For instance, the district administration
directs the college presidents to implement the policy and provides little direction as to how to do
so. Each college president and their vice presidents then consider ways to implement the policy
within their colleges and within the confines of their own budgets and processes. Faculty then
decides how many resources to devote to the policy and advisors attempt to use existing systems
and processes to encourage the students to follow the policy. But while loose coupling serves as
a general template for understanding the broader relational dynamics in Maricopa, it is too
nebulous of a concept to frame our understanding of how the particular policy of this study was
implemented. An additional theory is necessary to describe the behaviors of the policy
implementers as they struggled to translate the policy into action.
The concept of “street-level bureaucrats” as introduced by Lipsky (1971, 1980) to
account for the behavior and discretion inevitably exercised by front-line implementers of a
policy serves this purpose. According to Lipsky, the aggregate effect of street-level bureaucrats
exercising discretion when delivering services to a policy’s targeted individuals adds up to de
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facto policymaking. An essential component “of the working environment of street-level
bureaucrats is that they must deal with clients’ personal reactions to their decisions, however
they cope with their implications” (Lipsky, 1980, p. 9). From a policy implementation
perspective, Lipsky believed that the routinization of a policy by street-level bureaucrats is
essentially policy “making”. In other words, the process of implementing a policy is also a
process of policy development as front-line employees use their own discretion to quickly
categorize and address the people they serve.
Berman (1978) supported the notion that these adaptive implementations similar to those
made by street-level bureaucrats were more appropriate and likely in loosely coupled
organizations. However, he also recognized there was not a one-size-fits-all approach for policy
implementation. Citing that the characteristics of the situation or institutional environment
suggested which implementation approach to take, Berman (1978) distinguished between
programmed approaches, where all possible contingencies can be anticipated and controlled, and
adaptive approaches, where goal ambiguity and a high degree of discretion by the implementers
or “deliverers” were necessary for effective implementation.
The purpose of this chapter is not to determine if, or to what extent, loose coupling exists
at Maricopa, whether tighter controls should have been in place to ensure policy compliance, or
how front-line implementers should be involved in policy formation; those are very different
research questions than the one presently posed. Rather, loose coupling and street-level
bureaucracies will serve as explanatory constructs regarding how a major policy change was or
was not diffused throughout Maricopa. According to Weick (1976), the present study would
lack an examination of what advisors were doing if they were not enrolling students in required
courses; or conversely, what advisors did not do because they were enrolling students in the
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student success course. “The basic methodological point is that time spent on one activity is
time spent away from a second activity” (Weick, 1976, p. 10).
Orton and Weick (1990) also caution against oversimplifying complex organizations like
Maricopa by strictly defining them as loosely coupled systems. The common mistake made by
many researchers is to view tight coupling and loose coupling as opposite ends of the same
continuum, or what the authors define as the “unidimensional interpretation of loose coupling”
(p. 205). Instead, Orton and Weick (1990) recommend a “dialectical” approach to the use of
loose coupling. One that avoids viewing loose coupling as a “failure” of management, avoids
the use of generalized statements about loose coupling, avoids focusing “on the presence of
connectedness within organizations” (p.219), and avoids using loose coupling “for flat, static
descriptions” (p. 218).
For an organization the size of Maricopa, it is logical to expect instances of both tight and
loose coupling to exist. However, for the present study, the organizational distance between the
policy decision and the implementation, the lack of system controls for policy enforcement, and
the lack of explanation as to why the SSC was being targeted only to developmental students,
more closely resembles a loosely coupled instance of Weick (1976) or adaptive responses of
Berman (1978). Also, since the policy change was rather small, not a systemic change, and not
necessarily precipitated by external pressures for accountability, Fusarelli’s (2002) more tightly
coupled approach does not appear applicable in the present case.
For this policy and case, the advisors are the primary deliverers of the policy though the
counseling department plays a tangential role as well. They are collectively the street-level
bureaucrats attempting to implement the policy initiative within the loosely coupled setting of
Maricopa. As such, it can be anticipated that not all students who should be enrolled in the
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student success course will be initially enrolled in the fall of 2013. Students who enrolled and
later dropped the course did so at their own discretion as system controls did not exist to enforce
their continued enrollment. However, students who should have enrolled in the course but never
did were likely never advised of the policy to do so, unaware of the value of doing so, or not able
to find a class that fit into their schedules. These responsibilities would fall on the street-level
bureaucrats (advisors and faculty) of the Maricopa colleges. Full implementation would be
evident by one-hundred percent enrollment compliance in the SSC by underprepared students in
the first semester of the policies effective date.
By examining enrollment changes and trends in the student success course at the nine
Maricopa ground colleges, including the first semester of the policy, I intend to demonstrate how
street-level bureaucrats within Maricopa implemented the policy. Compliance to the policy
mandate will be separated by college and examined to suggest possible implications of the
actions of the street-level bureaucrats and how they affected the policy implementation.
Specifically, which students get enrolled in which courses at each college will provide some
insight into the actions of the advisors both before and after the policy implementation.
Differences in enrollment behavior at the college level would suggest a degree of discretion
employed by the colleges’ front-line workers (the advisors). Consistent with Lipsky’s (1980)
belief that street-level bureaucrats use categorization when discretion is present, readily
observable characteristics of the student’s ethnicity and gender was well as the student’s
presence at a new student orientation will also be measured.
How faculty adapted to the policy decision will also be examined. With developmental
students being the target of the student success course, the course’s learning outcomes might be
expected to be adjusted concomitantly. However, if goal ambiguity does exist between the intent
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of the policy decision makers and the faculty who design and teach the course, then little in the
way of curricular adjustment would be expected. A brief examination of learning outcomes,
syllabi, and texts used by faculty teaching the student success course will be performed to
ascertain if any such adjustments occurred.
Methods
Setting
Maricopa County is located in southcentral Arizona and is one of 15 counties in the state.
According to projections from the U.S. Census Bureau for 2014 (2010), Maricopa County’s
population of 4,087,191 exceeds the combined populations of the states of Wyoming, Vermont,
Alaska, North Dakota, South Dakota, Delaware, and the District of Columbia. Similarly,
Maricopa County spans 9,204 square miles which is 4.7 times the size of Delaware or 8.8 times
the size of Rhode Island (United States Census Bureau, 2000).
There are ten colleges that comprise the district to serve all of serve all of Maricopa
County: (a) South Mountain Community College, (b) Estrella Mountain Community College, (c)
Phoenix College, (d) Scottsdale Community College, (e) Mesa Community College, (f) Paradise
Valley Community College, (g) Chandler-Gilbert Community College, (h) Gateway Community
College, (i) Rio Salado College, and (j) Glendale Community College. The size of the colleges
range from an unduplicated headcount of 7,338 to 38,602 (NCES, 2015), and the colleges’
operational budgets range from a low of approximately $27 million at South Mountain
Community College to a high of about $100 million at Mesa Community College (Maricopa
County Community Colleges District, 2015).
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Data
The data for this chapter include student-level information for all Maricopa students
(except those of the online-only community college, Rio Salado) who were new to higher
education, who took the requisite three placement exams, and who declared their intent to
transfer to a four-year institution or obtain a degree. Only students enrolling new in the fall
semesters were included to coincide with the first term the policy was in place. The datasets
include the four years prior to the policy implementation, fall 2009 through fall 2012, and the
students enrolling in the fall 2013 immediately after the policy implementation. The data were
anonymized with respect to the nine colleges, labeled College A through College I, as the
internal protocols for performing intra-district research at Maricopa recommend anonymity.
In addition to the datasets examined, a brief content analysis of the course syllabi, student
learning outcomes, and the text used to teach the course was performed. Differences and
similarities between the courses offered with an AAA prefix and those offered with a CPD prefix
were assessed.
The total number of students for each of the five semester datasets is listed in Table 1.
The differences in each year are consistent with the changes in overall enrollment for the district
during those time periods.
The colleges did not interpret the student success course mandate the same across the
district. Some chose to continue to implement the one-credit version of the course, AAA115,
while other colleges interpreted the mandate to mean the three-credit hour version, CPD150, of
the course. Besides some additional topics covered in CPD150 to justify the additional credit,
the CPD prefixed course requires the instructor have specific competencies in counseling where
the AAA prefixed course does not.
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Analysis
The various analyses performed are intended to serve as evidence of how the new policy
initiative was actually implemented. First, a brief content analysis of the materials relevant to
the courses themselves was performed. Syllabi, learning outcomes, and textbooks used in
teaching the courses were examined for similarities and distinctiveness. In most such analysis,
“the frequency and variety of messages” is coded from the documents and used to build thematic
categories (Merriam, 1998, p. 160). However, as will be demonstrated, it was found that such a
detailed analysis was not necessary.
Next, pre-implementation data are presented to show the enrollment behavior prior to the
policy. In addition to the summary statistics provided, logistic regressions were performed on
the pre-implementation developmental cohort utilizing the following categorical independent
variables: attending a new student orientation, gender, and ethnicity. The new student
orientation was added because this is where students first become formally aware of the student
success course and its benefits. These variables were regressed onto a dichotomous dependent
variable, thus necessitating the use of logistic regression (Pampel, 2000), indicating whether or
not the student enrolled in AAA115 or CPD150.
Once the pre-implementation data are presented, comparisons of the changes in
enrollment between the fall of 2012, the last year before the policy implementation, and the fall
of 2013, the first semester of the policy, were made to measure the compliance to and
interpretation of the policy. The logistic regressions were performed on the post-implementation
data and compared to the pre-implementation results. Additionally, a series of Pearson chisquare tests to uncover “evidence about how unlikely the null hypothesis is” that there were no
differences in enrollment before and after the policy were performed (Vogt, 2007, p. 197).
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Though each college is part of the same college district, the district is very large and diverse, and
presently each college is separately accredited. Thus, changes within each college were then
examined to determine if and how the policy was implemented at the college level.
Findings
Document Analysis
A brief content analysis was performed to uncover possible changes as a result of the
policy implementation. The analysis revealed striking similarities across the documents. The
learning outcomes for both the one-credit hour AAA115 and the three-credit hour CPD150 are
standard across Maricopa and both curricula are defined by the same Maricopa instructional
council (see Appendices B and C for the learning outcomes for the two courses). Neither of
these documents changed after the implementation or in preparation for the implementation. In
fact, the most recent change occurred in 2007 in the AAA115 course. Closer inspection showed
that CPD150 is a more in-depth treatment of the same information provided in AAA115 which
would be consistent with either being an acceptable alternative to satisfy the policy requirement.
For instance, a single course competency in AAA115 promotes “effective study strategies”
where such competency is decomposed into seven such competencies in CPD150. There was,
however, a significant number of competencies regarding career planning and occupations in
CPD150 that were not present in AAA115.
Actual syllabi and syllabi “templates” for the two courses were also examined and,
beyond the perfunctory instructor information, classroom policies, and semester calendars, little
variation existed. Some contained a copy of the course competencies, some provided a link to
the district’s website housing the course competencies, and some paraphrased the course
competencies into course objectives. In many instances, if the course title and other identifying
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information suggesting the number of credit hours of the course were hidden, it was difficult to
discern any difference between the two courses. One college’s website had the same course
description for both AAA115 and CPD150 titled, AAA115/CPD150: College Success.
Though there were some minor variations at a couple of campuses, a vast majority of
both AAA115 and CPD150 utilized the same textbook, On Course: Strategies for Creating
Success in College and in Life (Downing, 2011). Several of the syllabi analyzed referenced a
textbook titled, Strategies for College Success: CPD150. Closer inspection, however, uncovered
that it was the Downing text with a 40-page supplement added specifically for Maricopa’s
unique processes and procedures.
There did not appear to be any reference to the policy or the unique needs of
developmental students in the documents examined. The materials used in the class were the
same as before the policy even though the number of developmental students enrolled increased
precipitously. This observation is particularly important when one considers that approximately
75% of all students enrolled in either AAA115 or CPD150 in the fall of 2013 placed into at least
one developmental course. However, this only means that the courses were consistent both
before and after the policy was implemented. While there was no indication that the courses
were changed to adapt to the influx of developmental students, the consistency across the courses
suggests there was also no unique discretion exercised by faculty to alter either course at any of
the colleges as the policy was implemented.
Pre-Implementation
The number of students enrolled in each of the two SSCs by college leading up to the
policy implementation is shown in Table 2. Despite some variation that can be attributed to
overall enrollment changes, the colleges were rather consistent as to which course they favored.
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Most colleges either favored CPD150 or divided their preferences between AAA115 and
CPD150. However, College F showed a clear preference for AAA115 leading up to the policy.
Prior to the policy implementation, Maricopa colleges were already placing
developmental students in CPD150 more often than AAA115. As Table 3 shows, about 2.8
times more developmental students were enrolling in CPD150 than AAA115 across the entire
district. However, the range varied anywhere from a high of 100% of the developmental
students at College D to a low of 9% at College F. In fact, College F and to a lesser extent
College H enrolled considerably more developmental students in AAA115 than CPD150.
In Table 4, the characteristics of the students enrolling in a student success course are
represented for each of the preceding four fall semesters. The trends and proportions by
characteristic are fairly consistent. The larger numbers in 2011 reflects a dramatic increase in
overall enrollments throughout Maricopa. However, in 2012, the number of Hispanic students
enrolling a student success course surpassed those of White students. Similarly, the number
women enrolling in a student success course exceeded the number of men for the first time in
2012. Of final interest, is the consistently upward trend in the number of developmental students
enrolling in a student success course. Despite a dramatic decline in overall enrollment from
2011 to 2012, the number of developmental students enrolled continued to increase.
The first half of Table 5 shows who the colleges were more likely to assign to CPD150.
As a district, Maricopa statistically enrolled more developmental students in CPD150 if they
were men and less if they had attended a new student orientation. The difference by gender was
not expected since nearly the same percentage of men (51%) tested into at least one
developmental course as women (52%). As a district, Maricopa was also less likely to enroll
Asian students in CPD150 as opposed to AAA115.
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There was little consistency found among the colleges. College A and College F were
the only two that followed the pattern of significantly enrolling fewer students who attended a
new student orientation, where College B enrolled significantly more developmental students.
Men were significantly more likely to enroll in CPD150 over AAA115 at College A, College B,
and College G; and Asian students were not even enrolled in CPD150 at College B, College G,
and College I. The lack of Asian students enrolled in CPD150 was even more surprising when
no less than 96% of all developmental students were enrolled in CPD150 at those three colleges
(see Table 3), and when 58% of incoming Asian students in the dataset tested into at least one
developmental course.
As noted previously, all of the students at College D were enrolled in CPD150 so the
analysis was moot and only 47% of their developmental students during that four year time
period enrolled in any student success course. Finally, Colleges C and H, did not demonstrate
any statistical differences when assigning students to either AAA115 or CPD150 prior to the
policy.
Comparing Pre- and Post-Policy Implementation
The second half of Table 5 shows few instances of a developmental student characteristic
significantly influencing their enrollment in CPD150. In fact, if a developmental student did
enroll in a student success course at Colleges A, D, and G after the policy, they enrolled in
CPD150 with only a single student exception. At Colleges C and H, Black students were still
significantly less likely to be enrolled in CPD150 than AAA115.
Overall, there was a marked increase in the percentage of all students enrolled in CPD150
immediately following the implementation. For all of Maricopa, a chi-square test of
independence was performed and showed a statistically significant increase in enrollment; χ2 (1,
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N = 18,320) = 330.81, p < .001, for all students. Similarly, students testing into at least one
developmental course showed a statistically significant increase as well; χ2 (1, N = 9,892) =
400.23, p < .001. But, like before the policy, the implementations at the college level were
somewhat inconsistent.
Table 6 shows this disparity. Two colleges, College C and College F, failed to reject the
null hypothesis. In other words, enrollment in CPD150 of developmental students did not
change significantly after the policy implementation at these two institutions. College F, which
favored AAA115 before the policy implementation (see Table 3), also showed no significant
difference in enrollment of developmental students in CPD150 after the policy implementation.
Also of note is the difference in College H’s enrollment of developmental students in CPD150.
Like College F, College H had favored AAA115 as a college before the policy. However, there
was a statistically significant increase in the enrollment in CPD150 of its developmental students
after the policy was implemented. Consistent with the policy intent, seven of the nine colleges
showed a significant increase in the number of developmental students enrolling in CPD150.
The percentages of newly enrolled students with degree or transfer intent who enrolled in
a student success course in the fall of 2013 are represented in Table 7. In those instances where a
college offered other student success courses such as CPD115 or AAA150, the Any SSC column
had a slightly larger value than the combined percentages of CPD150 and AAA115. College B
was the only college where less than half of the developmental cohort complied with the policy
to enroll in any student success course. Colleges A and D had the largest percentages of
developmental students enrolled in CPD150 and, once again, College F appears to have favored
AAA115 over CPD150 but did not distinguish between college ready students and students
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needing remediation in one or more subjects. The mean compliance to the policy requiring
developmental students enroll in a student success course of all nine colleges was 59.29%.
Finally, Table 8 describes the changes in the number sections of any student success
course being offered and the average enrollment by college. With only a couple of exceptions,
the colleges generally did not introduce more sections of any student success course in response
to the policy. College C was the most aggressive by offering many more sections and increasing
their average enrollment with College H doing the same but to a lesser degree. College B did not
appear to make any significant adjustments in either number of sections or average enrollment,
while Colleges A, E, and G made minimal to no changes in the number of sections yet did
increase their average enrollments.
Discussion
The data presented prior to the policy implementation show considerable inconsistency
across Maricopa with respect to enrolling developmental students in CPD150 but somewhat less
inconsistency after the implementation. As a whole, Maricopa tended to not enroll
developmental students in CPD150 if the student attended a new student orientation and, though
males were equally represented in the developmental ranks, more men than women were
enrolled in CPD150 than were enrolled in AAA115. Most surprisingly, Asian students testing
into developmental courses were significantly less likely to be enrolled in CPD150.
The intent of noting the enrollment differences by NSO participation, gender, and
ethnicity was to demonstrate that some degree of categorization as to who was and was not
enrolled in CPD150 did occur at the colleges and within the district prior to the implementation
of the policy. It is beyond the scope of this paper to speculate the reasons for the statistical
significances, the directions and the magnitudes of those differences. That these differences did
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exist is consistent with Lipsky’s (1980) belief that the front-line staff, the advisors, were
exercising a certain amount of discretion when recommending placement. With the lack of
specific directions as to who to enroll in what course, the advisors were left to their own devices
to make that decision.
However, the second half of Table 5 showed very little in the way of significant
categorization occurring. Its absence suggests that advisors now had a specific category of
student, those testing into at least one developmental course and intending to graduate or
transfer, to place into CPD150. While they were not able to achieve full compliance with the
policy (59.29%), the advisors did demonstrate use of the policy in place of having to categorize
on their own.
The notable increases in enrollment in CPD150 after the implementation at the district
level demonstrate that the some colleges attempted to adopt the policy. However, even at the
summary level of the district, compliance with the policy by the colleges of the developmental
cohort was far less than perfect. This lack of full compliance at the district level confirms that no
controls existed to ensure compliance. Such a lack of developed controls to ensure compliance
to the policy and the resulting virtual non-compliance adds credence to Maricopa being a loosely
coupled organization (Weick, 1976).
Furthermore, enrollment in either AAA115 or CPD150 was already possible prior to the
implementation. Many students, both college ready and developmental, took advantage of it.
The new policy’s focus on enrolling developmental students into a student success course was
therefore not a policy change of significant scope. Weick (1976) speculated that policy
implementation was difficult in a loosely coupled higher education organization like Maricopa
unless the change was small in scope. However, even with this seemingly small change in policy
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scope, diffusion was at best only partial. A seemingly small change in policy may not have been
as simple of a policy implementation as was likely assumed.
That the policy was only implemented partially implies something intervened to prevent
the full implementation or that full implementation was never the expected outcome. Without
system controls to enforce the policy, there was no reason to believe the advisors would enroll
every developmental student into one of the student success courses; after all, many were being
enrolled before the policy even existed. In fact, it could be that the advisors believed a student
success course was good for all students and, while increasing their emphasis on enrolling
developmental students in CPD150, did little else to implement the policy. These street-level
decisions appear to not have discouraged college ready students from enrolling and may have
resulted in simply a preference shift that the policymakers possibly did not anticipate. While
colleges were able to slightly increase the number of student success courses offered in the fall of
2013, college ready students were just as free to enroll in the new sections as the developmental
students. Seven of the nine colleges showed significant increase in the number of
developmental students enrolling in CPD150. However, of note is that three of those colleges
also saw significant increases in enrollment of college ready students in the course as well.
The brief document analysis revealed no apparent linkage between the new policy and
either the content of AAA115 or CPD150. The curricula did not change in either course and
there was no evidence of the student success course addressing any of the unique needs of
developmental students consistent with the belief that “heterogeneous” student success courses
are more beneficial to student success and breakout groups within a course section into more
homogeneous groups would suffice (Cuseo, 1997). But developmental, sometimes referred to as
at-risk students in the literature, and other homogeneous or targeted student success courses have
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more demonstrable promise. Creating unique student success courses that address different
academic needs is more the norm (Tobolowsky et al., 2005), yet there is no evidence that certain
course sections were limited to developmental students when implementing the policy. The lack
of any sort of linkage between the policy and the courses, as well as the absence of
differentiating who enrolls in which class suggests the presence of the loosely coupled
organization in Maricopa.
While the data show an increase in the focus on enrolling in the CPD course, this appears
to be more of a shift in preferences than an implementation of the policy. The counseling faculty
were somewhat successful in moving the course into their domain yet there were no new
counseling faculty positions created as a result. Instead, part-time faculty, with presumably
counseling credentials, were used teach any new sections that resulted. These new sections were
not necessarily due to an overall increase in the number all student success courses offered but
more due to a shift of enrolling students in the CPD course instead of the AAA course as they
may have previously done.
Conclusion
If it is true that “ineffective programs can be implemented well” because “core
implementation components and their outcomes exist quite independently of the quality of the
program or practice being implemented” (Fixsen, Blase, Naoom, & Wallace, 2009, p. 533), then
the converse is true that highly effective programs can be implemented incompletely or not at all.
“The sustainability of any policy rests in whether or not it is able to be routinized or
institutionalized within the system” (Porter et al., 2015, p. 135).
When Maricopa created a policy to mandate developmental students enroll in a student
success course, the district neglected to account for institutionalized practices already present at
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the colleges. Numerous students, both college ready and developmental, were already actively
enrolling in the courses and many colleges already emphasized the three credit CPD150 taught
by counseling faculty, while other colleges chose to offer AAA115, the one credit course not
requiring counseling competencies to be taught. More importantly, there was a lack of systemic
controls in place to enforce compliance with the policy mandate which resulted in a very
disparate and incomplete implementation of the policy toward the target audience.
Street-level bureaucrats, in the form of academic advisors, were left to their own
discretion when enrolling students into a student success course prior to the policy. The new
policy, however, gave them some guidance on the matter and the data indicate their general
adherence to the implied directive. However, each college had its own unique practices when
enrolling students in the course and if alternatives were offered. A few new sections of the
courses were opened in some instances and reduced in other instances (see Table 8). At the
college level, the advisors had limited new sections in which to place the additional
developmental students, their workload increased significantly, and there was no clear
explanation as to what the policy’s goal was except to enroll more developmental students.
These limitations resulted in only a superficial implementation of the policy.
It is possible that the policy’s success was more in its making than in its implementation.
Various constituencies, including the district’s own governing board, may have needed a signal
that the district was doing something to address the atrocious success rates of its developmental
students. By mandating a student success course to this population of students and by virtually
adopting this policy (Birnbaum, 2000), the district was able to satisfy these neo-institutional
demands while changing very little operationally to help with its implementation. If this were
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not the case, there would be instances of accountability assigned for the full implementation and
resources provided to create new sections of courses, which there were not.
Finally, there was no evidence that the new policy resulted in a change in the curricula of
the courses to address the intended audience. This is indicative of the loosely coupled
organizations that higher education is most often described to be (Weick, 1976). There was no
evidence that faculty were consulted prior to the policy decision, nor whether consideration was
ever given to how the policy would be implemented. Instead, the colleges simply offered a few
extra sections of whichever student success course they ascribed to and left it to the advisors to
get students into the classes.
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Table 1.
Total Number of Students Enrolled Each Fall Semester with Intent to Transfer/Degree
Comparison Years
Pre-Implementation Years
Fall

2009

2010

2011

2012

2013

Number of
Students

6,716

7,069

12,373

9,439

8,881
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Table 2.
Number of Students Enrolled by Course by College in Each Fall Semester

College

AAA115

CPD150

2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

A

332

151

159

34

4

239

574

885

404

928

B

3

3

15

7

18

232

166

348

163

248

C

216

153

192

163

233

191

155

423

342

355

D

1

--

--

--

1

181

200

636

192

360

E

25

25

54

34

52

101

148

274

142

197

F

82

76

294

318

292

20

13

33

42

35

G

16

1

20

14

0

54

101

360

286

291

H

309

291

325

203

215

79

110

200

117

180

I

4

3

1

1

0

23

28

109

77

63
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Table 3.
Percentage of Developmental Students Enrolled in Either AAA115 or CPD150 by Institution
Before and After Policy Implementation
Before Policy

After Policy

Institution

AAA115

CPD150

AAA115

CPD150

College A

14%

86%

0%

100%

College B

2%

98%

2%

98%

College C

41%

59%

9%

91%

College D

0%

100%

0%

100%

College E

15%

85%

5%

95%

College F

91%

9%

88%

12%

College G

4%

96%

0%

100%

College H

62%

38%

58%

42%

College I

3%

97%

0%

100%
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Table 4.
Pre- and Post-Implementation Student Characteristics Enrolled by Fall Semester
Fall
Characteristic

2009

2010

2011

2012

2013

1,089

1,019

1,541

896

1,328

Hispanic

494

642

1,384

915

1,279

Black

177

204

413

234

359

Asian

69

65

97

68

125

American Indian

71

83

187

120

105

173

170

378

272

276

Female

1,030

1,053

1,958

1,310

1,712

Male

1,034

1,127

2,034

1,182

1,732

Full-Time

1,233

1,158

1,996

1,219

1.757

Day Student

1,892

1,960

3,591

2,207

3,101

Pell Grant Recipient

1,366

1,206

1,747

1,167

1,772

Developmental

1,162

1,299

1,660

1,733

2,603

Ethnicity
White

Not Reported

Note. Genders not recorded are omitted from this table.
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Table 5.
Odds Ratio of Institution Enrolling Developmental Student in CPD 150 Student Success Course
Before and After Policy Implementation
Ethnicity

Institution

NSO

Male

Hispanic

Black

Asian

American

Not

Indian

Reported

Before policy implementation
College A

College B

College C

0.709*

1.530**

1.434*

1.700*

.980

2.187

.849

(.114)

(.229)

(.241)

(.455)

(.448)

(1.331)

(.257)

5.128*

3.695*

1.080

.477

1.000

1.128

1.000

(4.103)

(2.269)

(.837)

(.345)

1.002

1.215

1.048

.753

.799

2.278

1.030

(.176)

(.180)

(.211)

(.266)

(.373)

(1.484)

(.243)

(1.006)

College D
All developmental students enrolled in CPD150
College E

College F

College G

College H

.869

1.041

1.141

1.717

2.689

1.192

1.746

(.225)

(.228)

(.367)

(.710)

(2.900)

(.629)

(.832)

.359**

1.146

.186***

.082***

.187

.067***

.101***

(.114)

(.322)

(.072)

(.046)

(.221)

(.043)

(.064)

1.273

2.401*

1.933

1.944

1.000

.249

.368

(.507)

(1.049)

(.919)

(1.408)

(.226)

(.251)

.851

1.106

1.092

1.158

1.009

1.280

.837

87

Ethnicity

Institution

College I

Maricopa

NSO

Male

Hispanic

Black

Asian

American

Not

Indian

Reported

(.120)

(.156)

(.198)

(.308)

(.268)

(.368)

(.269)

1.689

.380

4.030

1.507

1.000

1.000

1.000

(1.429)

(.335)

(4.480)

(1.339)

0.706***

1.251*** 0.967

0.976

0.708*

0.893

0.744**

(.042)

(.070)

(.092)

(.118)

(.112)

(.074)

(.065)

After policy implementation
College A
College B

College C

All developmental students enrolled in CPD150
2.153

2.270

3.794

1.668

0.548

2.864

(1.381)

(1.225)

(3.127)

(1.223)

(.474)

(3.105)

0.774

1.328

0.961

0.294*

0.605

0.584

0.986

(.348)

(.376)

(.323)

(.170)

(.417)

(.840)

(.492)

College D
College E

College F

All but one developmental student enrolled in CPD150
0.714

1.299

1.106

0.986

0.331

1.059

1.721

(.267)

(.443)

(.574)

(.648)

(.326)

(1.321)

(1.246)

0.485

1.615

0.355

0.322

1.000

1.000

0.422

(.300)

(.679)

(.218)

(.109)

College G
College H

1.000

(.349)

All developmental students enrolled in CPD150
0.658

0.903

0.871

0.260*

0.376

1.012

0.487

(.172)

(.215)

(.232)

(.019)

(.266)

(1.064)

(.207)
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Ethnicity

Institution

NSO

College I
Maricopa

Male

Hispanic

Black

Asian

American

Not

Indian

Reported

All developmental students enrolled in CPD150
0.368***

1.257*

0.811

0.564*** 0.867

0.629

0.515***

(.046)

(.124)

(.098)

(.089)

(.166)

(.096)

(.235)

Note. Robust standard errors are in parentheses; NSO = new student orientation; White ethnicity
as base; Odds ratio of 1.000 = empty characteristic.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Table 6.
Chi-square Values for CPD150 Enrollment for Fall 2012 to Fall 2013
χ2
All

College Ready

Developmental

Institution

Students

Students

College A

369.76***

9.77**

513.02***

College B

37.28***

25.17***

23.77***

College C

1.21

1.18

.15

College D

83.94***

14.04***

86.49***

College E

8.42**

.28

11.97**

College F

.034

2.81

1.00

College G

1.60

2.06

9.65**

College H

19.16

2.87

14.40***

College I

5.10*

.32

7.76**

Note. N values not shown to protect anonymity. All degrees of freedom = 1
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Table 7.
Percent of Students Enrolled in Student Success Course by Institution Before and After Policy
College Ready
Institution

Any
SSC

Developmental

CPD150 AAA115

Any
SSC

CPD150 AAA115

College A
Fall 2012
Fall 2013

15.06%
19.30%

13.33%
18.70%

1.30%
0.40%

22.75%
67.70%

21.39%
66.80%

0.99%
----

College B
Fall 2012
Fall 2013

2.04%
6.30%

1.29%
5.50%

0.22%
0.20%

14.60%
25.10%

12.67%
20.80%

0.48%
1.70%

College C
Fall 2012
Fall 2013

54.29%
67.60%

35.26%
38.50%

19.03%
29.10%

57.07%
64.70%

40.80%
42.20%

16.27%
22.50%

College D
Fall 2012
Fall 2013

5.72%
13.70%

5.72%
13.70%

-------

44.01%
76.60%

44.01%
76.40%

---0.20%

College E
Fall 2012
Fall 2013

16.56%
17.90%

13.25%
15.30%

3.31%
2.60%

40.59%
55.80%

31.45%
43.60%

7.80%
12.20%

College F
Fall 2012
Fall 2013

66.67%
69.20%

14.07%
7.50%

52.59%
61.70%

77.59%
81.60%

6.61%
8.70%

70.98%
72.90%

College G
Fall 2012
Fall 2013

14.52%
9.10%

12.33%
9.10%

2.19%
----

44.03%
52.60%

42.96%
52.60%

1.07%
----

College H
Fall 2012
Fall 2013

17.79%
12.80%

4.83%
6.90%

11.56%
5.20%

35.78%
55.80%

13.46%
21.90%

19.08%
29.60%

College I
Fall 2012
Fall 2013

22.64%
25.50%

20.75%
25.50%

0.02%
----

36.26%
53.70%

36.26%
53.70%

-------

Note. Any SSC = Enrolled in any student success course.
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Table 8.
Number of Sections and Average Enrollment Before and After Policy

Institution

Fall 2012

Fall 2013

# of
Avg.
Sections Enrolled

# of
Avg.
Sections Enrolled

College A

40

8.9

40

10.9

College B

31

9.8

30

9.8

College C

56

8.1

93

10.2

College D

13

6.3

17

3.7

College E

39

4.5

41

7.4

College F

40

4.6

48

5.3

College G

48

10.7

47

12.8

College H

22

9.0

31

12.0

College I

31

11.8

33

9.9

Note. Some sections were combined to meet enrollment minimums.
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CHAPTER 4: INTERVENTION EFFECTIVENESS
Introduction
The Student Success Initiative implemented in the fall of 2013 by Maricopa introduced
new policies projected to have positive effects on the success of first-time students intending to
complete a degree or to transfer to a four-year institution. One of the policies required that any
student in this cohort who placed into one or more below college level courses (developmental)
also enroll in a student success course (SSC). As noted in chapter 2, the decision to implement
the policy mandate was not a controversial one. Further, results from chapter 3 showed that once
the policy was supposedly implemented, overall enrollment in the student success courses did
not precipitously change at the colleges. Nonetheless, the policy remains in effect and no
examination of the efficacy of intervening with the course was planned or performed.
Additionally, some effort was expended to enroll students and track student compliance
to the mandate but, more importantly, academic resources were diverted from other programs to
offer more course sections of the SSC in some instances. From the student’s perspective,
mandating their enrollment in another credit course because they are considered underprepared
costs them more in the way of money, adds to the time it takes to get to other required courses,
and may possibly prevent the student from ever achieving their academic goals (Bailey, 2009).
On the other hand, if the class effectively improves the likelihood of the student persisting then
the policy is validated and additional resources may be justified to ensure greater or complete
compliance.
The implementation of a policy in the fall of 2013 mandating the student success course
for developmental students should have afforded an analysis of the course’s effectiveness not
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previously possible. The original purpose of this chapter was to utilize a robust statistical design
to examine secondary data for causal links between enrolling in a student success course and
student success defined as student persistence. While the research preceding the policy mandate
to require a SSC suggested positive effects of the course, studies that demonstrated causal
linkages between the course and persistence were absent. The author of one of the oft-cited
dissertations within Maricopa, written by a Maricopa employee, recognized the limits of the
prior research, “These data did not show a causal link between the FYE and persistence”
(Gerkin, 2009, p. 84). The previous studies were predominantly qualitative or showed positive
associations between student success courses and persistence but could not make inferences.
Indeed, a dissertation written by another Maricopa employee noted that something needed to
change before causal links could be investigated, “future studies could be conducted if a college
success course becomes mandatory” (Abts, 2012, p. 105).
However, because of the virtual non-implementation of the policy as noted in the
previous chapter, this chapter will not be able to make any causal claims. The policy mandate
requiring underprepared students enroll in a student success course should have provided a
unique opportunity to ask the question, did the student success course required by the policy
have an effect on student success? The evaluation will serve more as template of how to examine
the effectiveness of the course by analyzing differences in the fall-to-spring and fall-to-fall
persistence of students who complied with the policy directive and enrolled in a student success
course and those underprepared students who did not comply. More specifically, the research
question posed would have been, did the success course required by the new policy have an
effect on the fall-to-spring or the fall-to-fall persistence of underprepared community college
students? Instead, the best that can really be answered is if there a relationship between the
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student success and student persistence. As Hickinbottom-Brawn and Burns (2015) note, “Rarely
is academic success defined, yet outcome research implies that it involves retention” (p. 157).
Retention, also referred to as persistence, serves as the outcome variable of interest for this
chapter as persisting from one semester to the next is an indication that the student has gained the
necessary tools to be successful in college.
The course’s purpose is often situated within various theoretical frames that postulate:
improved academic self-efficacy leads to improved persistence (Bandura, 1977), what the
student attributes their success or failure to affects persistence (Weiner & Kukla, 1970),
persistence is the result of improved academic and social integration (Tinto, 1975, 1993), or that
the greater “the amount of physical and psychological energy that the student devotes to the
academic experience” the greater the persistence (Astin, 1999, p. 518). However, because this is
more of a program evaluation than a test of theory, a theoretical framework is not necessary in
order to test the effectiveness of the course.
The primary intervention or independent variable for this chapter emanating from the
policy was having the students enroll in a student success course. There are four possible
courses offered within Maricopa that would satisfy the policy requirement but, as was
demonstrated in Chapter 3, the colleges operationally interpreted the policy mandate to be
satisfied by either by either AAA115 or CPD150. Therefore, enrolling in either course will be
combined into a single independent variable. The two courses are not identical in content or
credit and will introduce a considerable amount of error. However, both courses satisfy the
policy and this weakness in design is also indicative of the inherent weakness of the policy itself.
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Literature Review
One way community colleges have attempted to assist students in overcoming some of
the multiple barriers they face as they transition into college is to offer a student success course.
Found under the labels of first-year seminar, orientation course, and University or College 101,
offering a SSC is not a new phenomenon for Maricopa and has an even a longer legacy in higher
education. Yet with this long legacy of existence, the extant literature is lacking in an analysis of
its effectiveness in a multi-college community college district. Considerable research does exists
on student success courses generally though most studies are of a year-long course offered at
residential universities. Random assignment to test for causality is rare but various statistical
approaches have been used to cull out the effect of the courses on student success.
Background on Student Success Course
The earliest, for-credit “orientation course” was offered in 1911 and was required of all
freshmen entering at Reed College (Gordon, 1989). The early versions of the courses were
generally of three genres: adjustment to college, methods of thinking and studying, social and
intellectual orientation. While the courses were often situated within a particular subject or
content area’s department, where to host the course was the topic of considerable debate within
the institution. Today, SSC’s can be extended orientations, cover a broad range of academic
content, focus on distinct academic content areas, be linked to the student’s major area of study,
or seek to improve student basic study skills (Hunter & Linder, 2005).
The importance and value placed on the success course ebbed and flowed and all but
disappeared until the middle of the 1960’s when the influx of students to the open access
community colleges began to put pressure on the institutions to find ways to help this new
population make the transition to college life. In 1972, a semester-long, three credit hour course
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titled University 101 was introduced by the University of South Carolina that brought the course
to its present-day prominence (Watts, 1999). By 1982, first-year seminars formed from the
University of South Carolina’s model were prevalent throughout the U.S. These courses
“included three primary components: 1) learning skills; 2) college, personal,
and social adjustment; and, 3) career exploration” (Wilkie & Kuckuck, 1989, p. 9).
But the students who enrolled in the open access community colleges were, and continue
to be, less prepared academically than their four-year counterparts (Roueche & Kirk, 1973).
Similarly, college dropout rates were, and continue to be, high and community colleges were in
need of a tool that would improve student persistence. In response, community colleges looked
to student success courses to help bridge the gap and to provide basic study skills that were
absent from the subject-specific developmental courses in which many community college
students enrolled (Derby & Smith, 2004b).
The content of student success courses has not dramatically changed in the last few
decades. They generally address college transition and what it means to be a college student,
study skills development including understanding one’s learning style, career planning, and time
management and other life skills (Cuseo, 1997). The exact content of the courses and the
emphases often vary by institution but are usually a mixture of these various components
(Barefoot & Fidler, 1992) with the intent to assist the student in achieving their academic goals.
Student success course at Maricopa. The student success courses, both before the
policy and after its implementation at Maricopa, are no different. As noted in the previous
chapter, the courses cover effective study and other life skills, introduce students to ideas about
their own learning styles using various assessment instruments, and addresses career planning in
the three credit hour CPD150 course In fact, the content of the courses is actually identical to
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any other institution that uses Downing’s (2011) On Course text and methodologies, save for the
40-page insert added for the specific assessment tools the district uses (see Appendices B and C
for the learning outcomes for the two courses).
The courses have also been in existence, in one form or another, in Maricopa since the
early 1980s. No changes were made to the courses in response to the policy and the courses had
been studied internally by other researchers (Abts, 2013; Gerkin, 2009; Miranda, 2011). The
prevailing sentiment in the district was and is that the courses are a critical element of all
students’ success and not just those who enter underprepared.
Previous Research
While many of the studies that examine the value of the student success course are
primarily either descriptive or observational, some attempts at randomly assigning students have
occurred. Using predicted GPA as an indication a student was in eligible for the course, Wilkie
and Kuckuck (1989) selected 183 students at a four-year branch campus and randomly assigned
93 of them to enroll in a student success course. Unlike most community colleges, this
university was able (and willing) to require enrollment in the course for one group while
withholding enrollment for the control group. The researchers found that GPA was improved by
those students who completed the course. The authors also claimed that the student success
course improved persistence. However, their analysis did not reveal statistically significant
differences in the retention between their control and experimental groups to justify their claims.
Strumpf and Hunt (1993) also used random assignment to test whether or not a student
success course improved persistence to the second year of college. They chose from a pool of
240 four-year university students who were interested in taking a student success course and
randomly assigned 77 to enroll in the course and 80 to serve as the control group with “The
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primary goal of the course …to have students focus on their commitment to their college
education and understand their own personal needs within the context of a university education”
(p. 10). The authors posited that their research design would serve to effectively control for the
“volunteer effect” so often associated with the course when mandatory enrollment was not
possible. While their experimental group did see statistically better persistence, Strumpf and
Hunt’s (1993) claims that this definitively demonstrated the positive influence a student success
course is not entirely applicable to the present study. Both their experimental and control groups
expressed interest in enrolling in the course before being assigned to the treatment or control
groups. The intervention under examination at Maricopa targets a population that is being
mandated to enroll in the course.
Though not a random assignment design, Schnell and Doetkott’s (2003) matched pairs
methodology found positive effects of the student success course. Indentifying 927 students who
enrolled in a student success course across four academic years at a Midwestern university and
matching them with students who did not enroll on the basis of various pre-enrollment
characteristics, these authors also found a statistically significant relationship between those who
completed a student success course and persistence. Acknowledging that persistence decreases
over time, the first year retention rate of the students completing a student success course (96%)
exceeded the retention rate of students not completing a student success course (91%). Even
more significant was 75% persistence rate of student success course completers compared to the
63% persistence rates of those not completing the course. They extended their research
questions to include persistence to the third and fourth year and still found a statistically
significant relationship. Though they matched on several observable variables, the students in
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their “treatment” group were again voluntary participants in taking the course thus introducing
the possibility for selection bias in their study.
Some research supports a perspective that student success courses benefit all students
regardless of preparedness (e.g. Miller, Janz, & Chen, 2007), especially if the goal of the course
is simply to improve grades or student persistence (Friedman & Marsh, 2009). But this view is
not universally shared. For instance, Davis (1992) suggested that different groups of students
may need different emphases in the content of the student success course depending on their
level of preparedness. Though the institution studied was a four-year institution, the college had
no residence halls and thus serves as a better comparison to Maricopa which, like most
community colleges, is a commuter-student district. Students who voluntarily enrolled in a five
credit success course were matched with students who did not enroll in the course. In addition to
grade point average, reenrollment was used as a dependent variable. Davis (1992) further
divided the students into developmental and college-ready groups, and also subdivided the
college-ready students into operationally defined high SAT and low SAT groups. He initially
discovered no difference between college-ready students who completed the student success
course and those who did not.
However, Davis (1992) drilled deeper into this group and found that the student success
“course disproportionately enhances the retention of students with higher SAT scores” (p. 85).
Students with higher SAT scores who completed the student success course persisted at the rate
of 74% after six quarters compared to higher SAT scoring students who did not complete the
course (55%). He also found that the persistence of developmental students who successfully
completed the student success course was significantly better after three quarters (69%) than
developmental students who did not avail themselves to the course (57%).
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Grouping students according to ethnicity can also have differential effects. Using the
University of South Carolina as their setting, Fidler and Godwin (1994) demonstrated that
tailoring their University 101 course specifically to African Americans resulted in marked
decline in the sophomore attrition rate of African American students who completed the student
success course. Though their analysis was purely descriptive, and though the participants in the
course were again voluntary, their study suggested that student success courses are not a onesize-fits-all.
Further demonstrating that different groups of students are affected differently by a
student success course, Weissman and Magill (2008) used Hierarchical Cluster Analysis
followed by Function Discrimination Analysis to estimate the persistence of 1,166 university
students who voluntarily enrolled in a student success course similar to the one in the present
study or enrolled in an inquiry-based course rooted in a particular discipline. Initially they found
no practical differences in the fall-to-fall persistence of the students who participated in either
course though those enrolling in the student success course (91%) did persist at a statistically
significant higher rate than non-enrollees (86%). Then, however, the authors clustered the
students into four “types” of students based on responses to an inventory survey administered. In
one type of student, those who took the student success course (94%) fared better than their nonenrollee counterparts (81%). Similarly, another type of student in their study persisted at 94%
compared to the non-enrollees who persisted at 78%.
Community college studies. A vast majority of the prior research was primarily focused
on four-year institutions. The courses offered, and therefore studied, were year-long seminars
and the subjects were often recent high school graduates. Student success courses at community
colleges are rarely longer than one semester in length and usually voluntary for the students like
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many of their four-year counterparts. Regardless of the institution type, completing the course in
the first semester is highly recommended for success (Stovall, 2000) .
Glass and Garrett (1995) used what they defined as a matching pairs methodology to
match 86 pairs of students across four North Carolina community colleges to test the effect
completing a student success course with a “C” or better had on persistence and grade point
average. They found a statistically significant and positive effect of taking the course in the first
semester. However, students who did not self-disclose all of the study’s control or matching
variables (e.g. race), who did not pass the class with a ‘C’ or better, or who completed the course
after the first term were not included in the sample thus calling into question the external validity
of the results. Further, the authors’ method of matching students was to define their treatment
group first and then seek out students who matched them within their own college. This
introduced a concern for self-selection bias into their results. Variance in college credits earned,
though not necessarily a weakness of their study, was used as the dependent variable to suggest
improved persistence instead of semester-to-semester reenrollment, as is commonly used to
measure persistence. Course completion is more often used as a dependent variable (McClenney
& Marti, 2006) than a selection criteria.
Consistent with Fidler and Godwin’s (1994) findings but for community college students,
Grunder and Hellmich (1996) used data from Santa Fe Community College’s Student Success
Program which included both a new student orientation and a student success course. They
studied the effect of these two components on three different outcomes for the 800 students in
their sample: first semester failure rate, first semester withdrawal rate, and first semester grade
point average (GPA). To be included in their sample, the students had to be first-time students,
degree or transfer intent, and enrolled in at least one developmental course. Controlling for race
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and gender, they discovered that only African Americans who took the student success course
failed significantly less often (26%) than those who did not participate in either the course or the
orientation (50%). Similarly, they also found that only African American students who took
only the student success course obtained a significantly higher GPA (2.47) than those students
who did not participate in either the course or the orientation (1.58). But like so much of the
research on this topic, the students in this study self-selected into the student success course.
Addressing the issue of self-selection bias that dominates the previous research on the
effectiveness of a student success course is where this chapter hopes to contribute to the
literature. By employing a quasi-experimental design that most closely approximates random
assignment the present study will examine the effect enrolling in a student success course has on
community college students’ persistence.
Using the act of enrolling in a student success course as the independent variable, it is
possible to ascertain whether or not the intervention was effective by measuring it against the
success outcome of persistence. The previous research in this area has waned in recent years
even though at one time “the first-year seminar [was] the most researched innovation in higher
education” (Tobolowsky et al., 2005, p. 5). This is not to suggest that the benefit of the course
has dwindled, but rather that the evidence in favor of the course was seemingly so overwhelming
that the course itself has become institutionalized. So much so that the effectiveness of the
course as a mandated intervention to underprepared students is considered a foregone
conclusion. This chapter tests that presumption.
The supposition behind requiring the student success course of underprepared students
appears to be that these students lack the academic skills necessary to persist through to
achieving their academic goals simply because they are underprepared in one or more subjects.
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It could be that students do not enroll in the course because they already believe they have all the
necessary skills to succeed in college.
Regardless of the methodology used to study the effects of a student success course on
persistence, the previous research collectively supported a proposition that, in general,
voluntarily enrolling and completing a student success course is beneficial to the student in terms
of persisting. However, the extant research does little to address the effects when enrolling in
the course is mandatory for only a select group of students. This is where the current chapter
diverges from previous studies with the caveats noted above. To accomplish this task, two
alternative hypotheses regarding the policy were examined:
Ha1: Enrolling in a mandated student success course has a positive effect on fall-to-spring
persistence of developmental students.
Ha2: Enrolling in a mandated student success course has a positive effect on fall-to-fall
persistence of developmental students.
Methods
Placement Policy
First-time college students are encouraged to take three subject-matter placement exams
before enrolling in any classes in Maricopa. At the time of this study, ACCUPLACER® was the
preferred exam used for both math and reading placement throughout the district. The scores of
the computer-adaptive tests are used to gauge the student’s level of preparedness in various
subjects believed to be essential for success in college. However, students can be exempt from
taking the reading exam if they present evidence of preparation via a sufficient score on their
ACT® or other standardized exam.
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While Maricopa uses only one reading module from ACCUPLACER®, math is a
different story. Table 9 shows the various math test components and the number of students who
participated in each. Each component has its own independently identified cutoff score, selected
by the appropriate Maricopa instruction council before the exams are taken, which determines
the course into which a student places. The exam components have a limited number of courses
for which placement is determined. An exam could determine which developmental course a
student should take, which college-level course a student should take, or whether or not the
course to be taken is developmental or college-level.
Sample
The 18,356 records extracted for this study are secondary data from Maricopa’s Student
Information System (SIS) of all first-time college students who entered one of the nine Maricopa
ground campuses in the fall of 2013. From the initial extract, only students with graduation or
transfer intent, with scores in all three exam categories, and with no more than on subject
deficiency were included in the tested samples (see Table 10). From this initial data set a reading
and a math sample were taken. The English exam, however, only has eight possible scores. This
limited number of possible outcomes introduces a considerable amount of error and essentially
acts more like nominal-level data which is inappropriate for use in the statistical design in this
study (Schochet et al., 2010). Therefore, an English sample is not included in the analyses.
Math placement is determined by more than one exam that affects the student’s
placement. For instance, doing well in one exam may simply place the student into a higher
level development course and not a college-level course. Consequently, only those students who
took the placement exam for MTH120 (the first college-level math course) are included in this
sample. The treatment group for the Math sample consisted of 570 students who enrolled in
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AAA115 or CPD150 in the fall of 2013. The control group contained 857 students who did not
enroll in either course in the fall of 2013, for a total sample of 1,427 students.
Reading placement is more direct than math in that only one exam is used. The treatment
group for the Reading sample consisted of 660 students who enrolled in AAA115 or CPD150 in
the fall of 2013. The control group consisted of 922 students who did not enroll in either course
in the fall of 2013, for a total sample of 1,582. Because the Reading and the Math samples were
drawn from the same base data set, it is possible that a student could appear in both of the control
groups. In other words, a student could have scored well enough on the reading exam to be in
the control group for the Reading sample and also have taken and achieved a sufficient score on
the MTH120 placement exam to appear in the Math sample control group.
Students placing into more than one developmental course were not included in this
study. Doing so would have created a situation of two “forcing variables” in violation of the
assumptions of the design employed (Schochet et al., 2010). Table 10 shows the impact on the
samples. The reading sample excluded 237 students who also placed into a developmental
course in addition to developmental reading, where 2,007 developmental math students placed
into an additional developmental course.
Variables
Two dependent, dichotomous variables are introduced to both samples. The variable
falltospring is assigned 0 unless the student re-enrolled in the spring of 2014, in which case its
value is 1. Likewise, falltofall is 0 unless the student re-enrolled in the fall of 2014, in which
case its value is also 1.
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A dichotomous variable for enrolling in either AAA115 or CPD150 called anySSC which
contained a ‘1’ if the student enrolled in either of the two courses in the fall of 2013, and held the
value of 0 if the student did not enroll in either course in the fall of 2013.
A calculated score for both the Math and Reading samples is derived to indicate the
distance above or below the cutoff score for that particular exam. For the Math sample, the
exam cutoff score of 50 is subtracted from the student’s math test score to create a variable
called MathCutScore. If the student scored above 50, the value in this field would be positive
and indicate the student did not test into developmental math. However, if the student’s
MathCutScore is negative it would indicate the student did test into developmental math.
Similarly for the Reading sample, the exam cut score of 74 is subtracted from the
student’s reading test score to create a variable called ReadingCutScore. A ReadingCutScore of
zero or more indicates the student tested out of developmental reading where a negative
ReadingCutScore indicates the need for a developmental reading course.
Statistical Approach
When attempting to make causal inferences, regression discontinuity is one of the three
models available that “ may provide more convincing results” (Cheslock & Rios-Aguilar, 2011,
p. 120). “Randomized experiments are considered the ‘gold standard,’ but they are costly and
difficult to implement. Short of the most ambitious methodologies, colleges can make a great
deal of progress by employing thoughtfully designed approaches to study policy initiatives”
(Bailey & Alfonso, 2005, p. 28). The fact that students who test into one or more developmental
courses are also placed into a student success course provides an opportunity to use the cut score
of a subject-matter exam as a cut score also for the student success course. While no separate
exam for the student success course placement is administered, studying the difference in
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persistence between students who just barely placed into one and only one developmental course
(and thus into the student success course) compared to students who just barely placed out of that
subject (and did not place in any developmental course) allows for the use of regression
discontinuity in the analysis. As Wholey, Hatry, and Newcomer (1994) note, “the regressiondiscontinuity design would seem to be especially useful in evaluation whenever compensatory
services” like the effectiveness a student success course being evaluated.
Regression discontinuity. The methodology selected for the two hypotheses of this
study employ regression discontinuity analysis (RD). RD takes into account both observed and
unobserved selection bias (Khandker, Koolwal, & Samad, 2010), and is the strongest of any of
the quasi-experimental methods in terms of inferential power when random assignment is not
possible (Shadish, Cook, & Campbell, 2002). The basic assumption behind RD is that there
exists some sort of differentiator or forcing variable (cutoff score) where the only difference
between the students just above and the students just below the externally assigned cutoff score
in observed and unobserved characteristics are their placement scores. In other words, their
differences are random around the cutoff score which is static depending on the subject exam.
According to the What Works Clearinghouse standards for RD by Schochet et al., three
core assumptions must be met in order for RD to appropriately apply to this study (Schochet et
al., 2010). The first assumption is that enrolling in the student success course is “based on a
forcing variable” (p. 2). In the present study, this is satisfied as soon as a student places into any
developmental course. Students who do not place into a developmental course are not required
to receive the “treatment” of the student success course while students who score below any
single subject’s cutoff score are required to enroll in the course. Regression discontinuity can
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accommodate instances where both the developmental student fails to enroll in the course and
the college-ready student does enroll in the course.
The second core assumption is that the placement scores “must be ordinal with a
sufficient number of unique values” (Schochet et al., 2010, p. 3), meaning the scores must be
distinct and in rank order. The scores of all three of the placement exams satisfy the ordinality
requirement. However, this assumption also requires that there are at least four possible scores
above and below the cutoff. While the English exam nominally satisfies this requirement, the
lack of scores at the extremes of the scale suggest the English sample not be included.
Finally, the third core assumption of an RD design requires that there be no other variable
that confounds the forcing variable or placement score or that one score results in only one
treatment or placement decision. For the present study, this is more problematic. A separate
placement exam designed solely for the student success course placement decisions does not
exist. The effects of the intervention of the student success course are possibly confounded with
the treatment of taking either a developmental math course or a developmental writing course.
Such a circumstance could result in an amplification or overstatement of the effect of the SSC
resulting in a Type I error (Vogt, 2007). Stated differently, a statistically significant effect of the
student success course could be found when one does not exist. This caveat must be noted
should the student success course appear effective as a result of the RD analyses.
The course required by the policy applies to first-time, degree/transfer students who place
into at least one developmental course. A student places into a developmental course by not
achieving a minimum score on the subject placement exam. The overall model of the study is:
𝑌 = β0 + 𝛽1 𝑋1 + 𝛽2 𝑋2 + 𝜇
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Where Y is a dichotomous variable indicating persistence from fall-to-spring or fall-to-fall; 𝑋1 is
the enrollment in the student success course; 𝑋2 is the student’s placement score centered on the
cutoff score.
As was demonstrated in the previous chapter, compliance with enrolling in the mandated
student success course was not perfect. This lack of full compliance produced what is termed
“fuzziness” around the cutoff score. Where a “sharp” RD design is used when all developmental
students comply and enroll in a SSC and non-developmental students do not enroll in the course,
a “fuzzy” RD design is used when compliance is not complete, as in the present study.
With a RD design, any differences in the observed outcome can be attributed to the
treatment, in this case enrolling in a student success course, for those students just below the
cutoff score. However, not all of the student scores included in the samples were needed in the
analysis. Instead, only students with a placement score a limited number of units above and
below the cutoff score the cutoff score are examined. This distance above and below the cutoff
score is called the bandwidth and the instances within this bandwidth are used to create a local
average for comparing.
A large bandwidth reduces the variance of the estimate by using more data, however,
increases the chance of bias as the slope of the regression function may differ at points
that are far away from X0. On the other hand, a small bandwidth, while reducing the
potential for bias, increases the variance of the estimate since it is based on less data.
Typically, an optimal bandwidth is chosen by balancing these two concerns. (McCall &
Bielby, 2012, p. 278)
According to McCray (2008), selection of the ideal bandwidth is a somewhat subjective process.
However, McCall and Bielby (2012), recommend the ideal bandwidth be one that minimizes the
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mean squared error of the model. Therefore, the ‘rdrobust’ function within Stata/IC 13.1 for
Windows was utilized in the analyses of this study, and it calls a second function, ‘rdbwselect’,
that produces an optimized bandwidth around the cutoff score by default for the model.
Control Variables
Control variables are often used in regression to isolate the effect of a study’s primary
independent variable. Enrolling in the student success course is the primary independent
variable of interest in the present study and how it affects persistence. Control variables are
often added that are suspected to also affect a study’s outcome variable, in this case persistence,
as well. However, control variables “are not required” (Schochet et al., 2010, p. 6) as part of an
RD design. Some researchers do recommend that “the average values of the covariates around
the threshold also can provide an indication of specification problems” (Khandker et al., 2010, p.
107) . Therefore, percentages of the students below and above the cutoff scores of the two
samples by college, new student orientation attendance, gender and ethnicity are presented
(Table 11 and Table 12). However, the underlying premise of an RD design is that randomness
exists near the forcing variable. Thus, covariates are not included in the present study’s model.
Limitations
The biggest limitation of using regression discontinuity to study the present problem is
the lack of a student success course placement exam. Using the placement score of either
reading or math as the forcing variable appears to violate the third core assumption of an RD
design noted above. If the present study were examining the effect completing a student success
course has on persistence, this could be a substantial limitation. However, the policy only
mandated enrolling in the student success course. The likelihood of other confounds affecting
that behavior is far less than those that could occur over an entire semester.
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Additionally, the RD design only exams the treatment effect around the cutoff scores.
Students deficient in more than one subject area are likely to have other mitigating circumstances
affecting their preparedness than those who are just barely deficient in one subject area.
Consequently, the effectiveness of the course cannot be generalized to include all developmental
students.
Non-compliance is aptly accounted for in the fuzzy RD design. However, the number of
cross-overs (students taking the SSC who were not required to do so) introduces a condition that
should not be ignored and further supports the proposition that the policy really was not adopted
at all. No systematic mechanisms currently exist in Maricopa to enforce the enrollment of those
required to take the SSC or to prevent the enrollment of those students above the cutoff scores.
Also, the data presented here were aggregated across the entire Maricopa system. As was
demonstrated in the previous chapter (see Table 6), implementation of the district’s policy was
far from uniform. For those individual colleges that had some compliance with the policy
mandate, an individual RD test might yield more practical results. However, since the unit of
analysis of this study was the district as a whole and a specific course intervention, such collegelevel analyses were not performed. More importantly, enrollment was so low at some of the
colleges that an acceptable bandwidth which contained 30 or more observations on both sides of
the cutoff score was not possible. Furthermore, though an RD design is one of the best quasiexperimental designs, the fact remains that it is still a quasi-experimental design. Random
assignment of the treatment, in this case developmental students enrolling in the SSC, remains
the best way to make causal inferences about whether or not the SSC is successful in improving
student persistence of developmental students.
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Finally, the present research design only examined whether or not students enrolled in the
SSC as mandated by the policy and its consequence on their persistence. No tests were
performed or controls used to account for students who failed to attend, withdrew, or performed
poorly in either their SSC or their overall academic work. The RD design is intended to control
for the differences around the cut score but the present research was not designed to ask how
well completing the course affected persistence.
Results
Descriptive Statistics
The lack of compliance in both samples is masked in Tables 10 and 11 but evident in
Table 13. About one-third of both the Math and the Reading samples should have enrolled in the
course. However, 51% of the Math sample and 58% of the Reading sample actually enrolled in
a SSC. These high percentages of enrollment contain some developmental students but also a
portion of the college-ready students.
The ethnicities of the students of the Math sample were fairly consistent in both the
treatment and control groups (Table 11). Whites made up a majority of the sample’s groups
followed by Hispanics and Blacks the unreported ethnicity was fairly high in both. The
difference in percentages for the colleges is mostly a function of the overall size of the college
though no college is 23 times the size of the smallest college.
On the other hand, the ethnicities of the two groups of the Reading sample showed a
different dynamic (Table 12). The percentage of Hispanic students appears to be
overrepresented in the treatment group meaning that a larger percentage of Hispanic students
tested into developmental reading. However, as reading only has a single placement exam for all

113
levels of preparedness, the large number of seemingly underprepared Hispanic students likely
includes a portion of students whose native language is Spanish and not English.
Regression Discontinuity
Two fuzzy RD tests were performed on each of the two samples (see Table 14). Neither
of the two samples showed any statistically significant effect on either the fall-to-spring or the
fall-to-fall persistence of the developmental students who enrolled in the course. Figures 1 and 2
do reflect a discontinuity around the cutoff score for the Math sample but neither shows a
positive effect on the treatment group. The Reading sample’s fall-to-spring persistence reflected
in Figure 3 shows considerable dispersion of the data in both the treatment and control groups
thus rendering any interpretation around the cutoff score virtually useless. However, the fall-tofall persistence of the Reading sample shown in Figure 4 reflects a similar discontinuity between
those of the Math sample’s results.
These results indicate that both alternative hypotheses of this student are rejected:
Enrolling in a student success course has no effect on either fall-to-spring or fall-to-fall
persistence of developmental students.
Sensitivity Analysis
Another way to address the “fuzziness” of 𝑋1 in the RD model is to utilize a two-stage
least squares (2SLS) process and introduce an instrumental variable (Bielby, House, Flaster, &
DesJardins, 2013; DesJardins, McCall, Ott, & Kim, 2010). Two-stage least squares analysis is
the most frequently used form of instrumental variable (IV) analysis and “can be used to tackle
the problem of omitted-variables bias” (Angrist & Imbens, 1995, p. 431) that could be present in
the samples.

114
There are two core assumptions that make this a valid approach. For the present study,
these would be that 1) the cutoff score is related to enrolling in the student success course
(relevance), and 2) that the cutoff score is only related to persistence because of the student
success course (exclusion restriction) (Pike, Hansen, & Lin, 2011). Using the cutoff score is
relevant because a low score on the placement exam is related to enrolling in the student success
course. However, the cutoff score alone is not directly related to persistence except through the
student’s compliance by enrolling in the student success course.
The first stage of the process determines the average treatment of the treated, or rather the
probability that the student enrolling in the SSC (the treatment) had tested into at least one
developmental course. To accomplish this, enrolling in the student success course was regressed
first. Its value then served as the 𝑋1 in the model. Once the 𝑋1 was determined, it was then
introduced into the regression equation to evaluate the effect of enrolling in the student success
̂ for 𝑋1 and substituting CCS to represent
course on student persistence. Substituting 𝑎𝑛𝑦𝑆𝑆𝐶
the student’s placement score centered around the cutoff score for that subject for 𝑋2, produced
the following equation:
̂0 + 𝛽
̂1 (𝑎𝑛𝑦𝑆𝑆𝐶
̂2 (𝐶𝐶𝑆)
̂ =𝛽
̂ )+ 𝛽
𝑃𝐸𝑅𝑆𝐼𝑆𝑇
Lesik (2006) used a 2SLS method by regressing her dichotomous treatment variable on
the student’s placement and on the student’s centered placement score when examining student
success in college level math after taking developmental math. However, unlike Lesik’s study,
compliance with Maricopa’s mandate was considerably lower and interjected additional bias
with regard to 𝛽1. So, while the introduction of an instrumental variable has been used
successfully in a similar study, RD was selected as the primary statistical tool for the present
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research question and a 2SLS was secondarily performed on the data to validate the findings of
the RD.
The results of the using 2SLS regressions are presented in Table 15 and confirm those of
the fuzzy RD model. The effect of enrolling in a SSC on the fall-to-spring and the fall-to-fall
persistence of developmental math students showed no statistically significant differences.
Likewise, the effect of enrolling in a SSC on the fall-to-spring and the fall-to-fall persistence of
developmental reading students showed no statistically significant differences.
Course Preference Change
As noted in Table 3 in the previous chapter, a few of the colleges did show an increase in
preference for the CPD150 course as a result of the policy. Colleges A, C, and to a lesser extent
E, shifted a greater percentage of their students from AAA115 before the policy to CPD150 after
the policy. Table 16 presents the fuzzy RD results for these three colleges for both the math and
reading cohorts. Even though the error introduced by combining AAA115 and CPD150 as a
single independent variable is reduced, the results still do no show an effect or even a correlation
between CPD150 and the two persistence dependent variables.
Discussion
The results should be interpreted carefully. The lack of an observed effect of the course
does not necessarily indicate the lack of effectiveness of the course. While more developmental
students may have enrolled in the student success course, those around the cutoff score did not
necessarily improve their persistence as a resulting of enrolling in it. One explanation could be
that the more significantly underprepared students were enrolled in the course as a result of the
policy. For instance, students placing into two or three developmental subjects may represent the
bulk of the increased enrollments as a result of the policy but their unobserved characteristics
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vary greatly compared to the underprepared students within the bandwidths of the samples. It
could very well be that the student success course is effective in improving persistence when
mandated of students deficient in two or more subjects.
Another explanation could be that the violation of the third core assumption of an RD
design did introduce a confound that restricted the effectiveness observed of enrolling in the
student success course. While RD does not require control variables, accounting for the student
enrolling in other courses determined by the placement score would be helpful to disentangle this
possible relationship. Future research that attempts to employ this methodology should collect
enrollment behavior in the subjects indicated by the exams in addition to their enrollment
behavior in the student success course.
It could also be the case that students testing just above the cutoff scores were aware that
they were close to being placed into a developmental course and felt they would benefit from a
SSC and enrolled on their own. This suggests that any concerns regarding a stigma surrounding
the course are unfounded. There is no evidence of reduced enrollment by college-ready students
and, in fact, a considerable number of college-ready students continued to enroll in the course.
The value of the RD design is that the cutoff score is placed somewhat arbitrarily as far
as the student is concerned. Around the cutoff scores, students are expected to be somewhat
similar in observed and unobserved characteristics except for one variable, their placement score.
Students above the cutoff scores are just as likely to have similar initial study skill levels as those
who tested just below the cutoff scores.
By requiring the student success course of developmental students, the policy effectively
labeled it as a developmental course even though it was not considered such before the policy
and no changes were made to it to address the unique needs of students now labeled as
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underprepared. Conversely, those who barely tested above the cutoff score form a new
“marginalized and certainly at-risk population who are overlooked due to our focus on
categorizing and contrasting along the remedial/nonremedial…divides” (Deil-Amen, 2011, p.
64). Ignoring recent calls to make interventions more targeted to the unique needs of
underprepared students (Boylan, 2009), and ignoring those students just above some arbitrarily
defined cutoff score, likely predestined the SSC to be an ineffective intervention.
Though neither sample showed a positive effect of the SSC, the data variation in the
Reading sample presents an unrelated question that warrants further study. Why are seemingly
very underprepared students in reading able to persist at rates similar to or better than their more
prepared peers? Is there something about the interventions provided to this group that equips
them with the tools to persist that might be useful in helping their more prepared yet still
“developmental” persist as well? Many of the colleges in Maricopa are designated Hispanic
Serving Institutions (HSI’s). To have such a designation, a college’s student population must be
at least 25% Hispanic for three straight years. This trend in the growth of the Hispanic
population is projected to continue for decades to come (Colby & Ortman, 2015) and future
studies would do well to be more intentional in examining this particular trend.
With regards to the research design used in this study, RD is a valuable tool in the arsenal
of such studies. However the lack of system controls to enroll developmental students in a SSC
led to such “fuzziness” around the cutoff scores that the forcing variables really were not
“forceful” enough to be adequately used as such.
Conclusion
While the policy appears to have been unsuccessful, such a result does not imply that
student success courses are not useful interventions for community colleges to deploy to stem the
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tide of student attrition. What the results of this chapter point to most is the complete lack of
controls to enforce the policy, the lack of additional resources to support the policy, and the lack
of any sort of adaptation on the part of the colleges to address the unique needs of their
underprepared students. Attempting to evaluate the effectiveness of the course in this manner
would have been far more valuable had such conditions existed. Further, deciding on what
constitutes a successful or effective policy intervention should not be an afterthought of those
forming the policy but should be included in the planning. Students who voluntarily enroll in
and complete such courses do succeed at higher rates than those who do not avail themselves to
the course (Derby & Smith, 2004b; Stovall, 2000). This is true for numerous services made
available by the colleges to assist all students to succeed (Hodges & White, 2001; Karabenick &
Knapp, 1988; Knapp & Karabenick, 1988). However, colleges and districts like Maricopa make
the mistake of presuming that, just because something works when a student voluntarily seeks it
out, it will work when the college mandates it.
The present study suggests that the policy could be altered to a) develop the means to
control the behavior of the colleges when enrolling underprepared students in a student success
course and make it only one version of the course, b) develop a means whereby more students
voluntarily enroll in the course, or c) similarly adjust the SSC curriculum to address the unique
needs of developmental students. Since controls are not in place to ensure initial and continuous
enrollment in the course, and since making system alterations could be a rather costly endeavor,
the latter two options seem the most feasible and realistic if the policy is to continue. More
research needs to be performed to uncover why students voluntarily enroll in student success
courses and how colleges can provide the conditions that promote this behavior. Simply
mandating students take yet another course does not appear to be the answer.

119
It is also possible that different or more targeted versions of the student success might be
more efficacious than a policy of taking a successful intervention for one population of students
and assuming it will help all students equally. As Bailey (2009) notes, there is not a one-sizefits all when it comes to what the developmental student is and, consequently, what interventions
they need.
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Table 9.
Student Placement Level by Math Test Component
Math Test Component
Course Level
Placement

ALG

ARIT

CALG

COLL

EALG

NUM

PALG

Development

4

787

0

252

1,957

8

10

College Level

5

0

15

1,822

3,826

0

0

Note. The seven test components are produced from three different exam entry points:
Arithmetic, Elementary Algebra, College Algebra. Students in Arithmetic exam can only place
into a developmental course where students in Elementary Algebra and College Algebra could
place into Developmental or College Level depending on their scores.
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Table 10.
Excluded student records
Depending variable

Reading Cohort

Math Cohort

Fall-to-spring

Fall-to-spring

Fall-to-fall

Fall-to-fall

18,356

18,356

Missing Scores

-3,038

-3,038

Not intending to graduate or xfer

-7,013

-7,013

-851

-851

-5,307

-3,354

Non-cohort deficiency

-328

-664

Placed two or more levels below

-237

-2,009

1,582

1,427

Any SSC

660

955

No SSC

922

472

Persistence

New students fall 2013

Two or more deficiencies
No subject score

Actual analysis sample

Note. Any SSC is a dichotomous variable with the value of 1 if the student enrolled in either
AAA115 or CPD150. No SSC is the same dichotomous variable with the value of 0 indicating
the student did not enroll in either AAA115 or CPD150.
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Table 11.
Percentages of Attributes in the Overall Math Sample, Treatment Group, and Control Group
Variable

All

Treatment

Control

Required Course

33%

100%

0%

Enrolled in Course

40%

51%

34%

NSO

62%

57%

64%

Male

48%

49%

48%

White

43%

40%

44%

Hispanic

32%

31%

33%

Black

9%

12%

8%

Asian

3%

2%

3%

Am. Indian

2%

3%

2%

Unreported

11%

12%

10%

A

19%

17%

20%

B

21%

23%

21%

C

11%

10%

11%

D

9%

9%

9%

E

8%

10%

6%

F

5%

6%

5%

G

12%

10%

12%

H

15%

13%

15%

I

1%

1%

1%

College
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Table 12.
Percentages of Attributes in the Overall Reading Sample, Treatment Group, and Control Group
Variable

All

Treatment

Control

Required Course

34%

100%

0%

Enrolled in Course

42%

58%

33%

NSO

63%

62%

63%

Male

45%

44%

46%

White

42%

35%

45%

Hispanic

36%

41%

33%

Black

7%

9%

6%

Asian

4%

5%

4%

Am. Indian

2%

3%

2%

Unreported

9%

7%

9%

A

24%

27%

22%

B

19%

21%

18%

C

11%

9%

12%

D

8%

5%

10%

E

6%

7%

5%

F

4%

6%

4%

G

11%

11%

11%

H

16%

12%

17%

I

1%

1%

1%

College
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Table 13.
Compliance and Crossovers by Analyzed Sample

Compliers

NonCompliers

Crossovers

Not
Required

Math

242

233

328

624

Reading

309

221

351

701

Sample
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Table 14.
Effect of SSC on Persistence of Math and Reading Cohorts using Fuzzy Regression Discontinuity
95% CI
Cohort

Bandwidth

Z

LL

UL

Fall to spring

11.049

-0.416

-1.340

.871

Fall to fall

10.347

0.084

-1.289

1.404

Fall to spring

6.234

0.285

-1.629

2.183

Fall to fall

3.200

1.058

-1.578

5.282

Math

Reading

n
1,427

1,582

Note. n = number of students in sample; Bandwidth = optimal bandwidth that minimizes
standard error; Z = z score of robust model. CI = confidence interval; LL = lower limit; UL =
upper limit; Results of the fuzzy regression discontinuity analyses with persistence as the binary
outcome variable.
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Table 15.
Effects of SSC on Persistence of Math and Reading Cohorts using 2SLS
Cohort
Math

n

𝛽1

p value

.027

.208

1,427

Fall to spring

(.021)
Fall to fall

-.017

.523

(.026)
Reading
Fall to spring

1,582
.023

.223

(.019)
Fall to fall

.026

.289

(.025)
Note. n = number of students in sample; β1 = coefficient of the second stage regression. Robust
standard errors are in parentheses beneath the coefficient. Results of the two-stage least-squares
analyses with persistence as the binary outcome variable and subject cut score as the
instrumental variable.
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Table 16.
Effect of CPD150 on Persistence of Math and Reading Cohorts of Colleges A, C, and E using
Fuzzy Regression Discontinuity
95% CI
College

n

Bandwidth

Z

LL

UL

Math Cohort
College A

269

Fall to spring

7.683

0.030

-1.198

.881

Fall to fall

6.680

0.731

-1.076

2.358

Fall to spring

6.150

-0.046

-3.921

2.414

Fall to fall

6.680

0.115

-5.171

5.816

12.547

-0.208

-2.155

1.740

8.741

-0.543

-13.064

7.396

College C

College E

151

109

Fall to spring
Fall to fall

Reading Cohort
College A

375

Fall to spring

6.119

-0.190

-54.600

44.957

Fall to fall

5.903

-0.203

-450.365

365.774

Fall to spring

5.110

-0.428

-4.488

2.879

Fall to fall

5.365

-0.261

-3.940

3.014

Fall to spring

5.436

-0.371

-13.632

9.300

Fall to fall

6.283

-0.308

-27.871

20.294

College C

College E

174

92

Note. n = number of students in sample; Bandwidth = optimal bandwidth that minimizes
standard error; Z = z score of robust model. CI = confidence interval; LL = lower limit; UL =
upper limit; Results of the fuzzy regression discontinuity analyses with persistence as the binary
outcome variable.
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Figure 1. Math sample discontinuity graph for fall to spring persistence. Negative cutoff scores
on the left represent developmental placement. Positive cutoff scores on the right represent
college-level course placement.
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Figure 2. Math sample discontinuity graph for fall to fall persistence. Negative cutoff scores on
the left represent developmental placement. Positive cutoff scores on the right represent collegelevel course placement.
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Figure 3. Reading sample discontinuity graph for fall to spring persistence. Negative cutoff
scores on the left represent developmental placement. Positive cutoff scores on the right
represent college-level course placement.
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Figure 4. Reading sample discontinuity graph for fall to fall persistence. Negative cutoff scores
on the left represent developmental placement. Positive cutoff scores on the right represent
college-level course placement.
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION
In the fall of 1980, I was a first-time freshman at William Rainey Harper College in the
suburbs of Chicago. At that time, I was intending to major in science and spent endless hours
sitting by the windows studying across from the counseling office located in Building D. This
was not the only counseling office on campus. In fact, they were dispersed throughout the
campus with each office supporting a set of related majors. Inside the office was an assistant
who could schedule an appointment with a counselor to discuss everything from the challenges
of making ends meet to university transfer requirements to career planning. These counselors
were highly trained professionals specifically in counseling and some had specialties in such
areas as career counseling. All of their services were free to students enrolled in the college.
Since that time over three decades ago, I successfully obtained a couple of degrees and
my career eventually led me to serve as a community college administrator for close to 20 years.
During that time, I have witnessed the disintegration of the role of community college counselor
as it gave way to less expensive and less skilled advisors. In reflecting on the results of Chapter
2, it became apparent to me that the counseling faculty in Maricopa likely were not simply
coopting the policy for their own political benefit but attempting to reclaim the important role
they once served in community colleges.
Today, students must come to a campus and sometimes wait hours to see an advisor.
Appointments are rarely taken and it is highly unlikely that the same advisor will be seen from
visit to visit. Because of this model, advisors often see hundreds of students across all of the
different majors and must attempt to advise students in programs that are unfamiliar to them.
While this does not explain why Maricopa would adopt the policy it did, it does help explain
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why counseling faculty were so insistent on the student success course being solely in their
domain.
But what does explain what we now know was nothing more than a window-dressing of a
policy? The answer likely lies in the less visible but no less potent forces of neo-institutional
pressures caused by the College Completion Challenge Grant Act of 2000. Introduced as an
amendment to the Higher Education Act ("Higher Education Act," 1965), the William H. Gray
College Completion Challenge Grant Act of 1999 sought to provide considerable federal funding
to colleges to, among other things, fund various student support services to improve the
persistence of at-risk students.
The policy made by Maricopa in the fall of 2013 touched on all the important themes of
the bill and provides the most plausible answer to why Maricopa wrote such a policy in the first
place. With such a policy explicitly on the books for Maricopa, the district now has an argument
for additional federal funding, if not the significant funds coming out of such organizations as the
Lumina Foundation, in addition to the prestige that comes with being so recognized. The
counseling faculty can make the argument for the course to be their sole domain and that the
curriculum is also solely theirs so they do not have to alter it. And finally, nothing really
changes for the advisors except that they may enroll a few more students in a CPD course instead
of an AAA course. If the students do not persist, it is their own fault. Everyone wins, right?
On the surface, there appear to be no “losers” in adopting a policy-in-name-only.
However, the students, who the policy was intended to benefit, now have to enroll in a threecredit course if they want to take a student success course, the course no longer has a transfer
equivalent at the neighboring university even though the content has not changed, and the course
has become directed more towards underprepared students and not college-ready students who
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could also benefit. It is a tacit assumption in so many policies said to help students succeed that
the organization has done everything it could to encourage success so any failures get blamed on
the students themselves.
Implications for Practice
The preceding multiple analyses were intended to serve as a sort of lifecycle examination
of a single policy initiative in a single community college district. Going through the initiative
frame-by-frame, I endeavored to provide multiple perspectives on a process that often goes
unexamined. Community colleges, though subsumed under the higher education umbrella, get
far less attention than their university counterparts when it comes to many things including the
examination of institutional policies.
The flow of underprepared students is fairly constant at community colleges and these
institutions are not likely to see the numbers decline in the foreseeable future. Therefore, the
colleges must continue to formulate, to implement, and to verify those policies that can help as
many of these students succeed in achieving their academic goals as possible. There are
numerous policies and policy interventions that have been implemented throughout the country
with various degrees of claimed success. Why a community college or community college
district selects particular policies to implement is an important question for an administrator to
ask as resources are limited and not every conceivable intervention is possible.
Deciding which policies to implement requires far more pre-evaluation than currently
exists. Higher education is so reluctant to experiment for fear that they could be unethically
withholding a useful treatment. Rather than test the intervention and the feasibility of it being
more broadly adopted, they choose to fully implement the policy and then measure its success
post-implementation, assuming the policy is even implemented in the first place. If colleges
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choose to forego the pre-testing of an intervention, they should at least build-in the evaluative
capacity to be able to determine the policy’s effectiveness in a post-hoc fashion. Regardless of
the evaluation path chosen, “The planning of each evaluation effort requires difficult trade-off
decisions as the evaluator attempts to identify the questions to be answered” (Wholey, 1994).
These trade-offs must be decided while the policy is being formulated and not after it has been
implemented.
Chapter 2 introduced an institutional theory frame to discover that no single theory and
the influence of no single actor in the organization’s field completely explains why formal
policies develop in the absence of explicit external or statutory mandates. Internal and external
pressures were observed, but the most influential actor in Maricopa’s organizational field
appeared to be the nearby state university, ASU. Their proximity served to influence the flow of
professionals, the flow of students, and possibly the flow of policies. Numerous other actors
influence the district at various times but no single actor appeared as influential as the district’s
most proximate university. It took a considerably deeper level introspection and induction to
discover the neo-institutional forces at work surrounding the policy formation and it was not
from ASU. Looking for neo-institutional forces is like looking for the wind; one cannot see the
wind, only the effects of it.
There was no direct evidence that Maricopa was purposeful in adopting their student
success policy based on ASU’s influences. In fact, the policy was implemented at Maricopa
despite no longer being accepted as an equivalent course in transfer. By not being mindful of the
linkage, the student success course now mandated of developmental students has become
nothing more than an elective rather than satisfying a university requirement as it did shortly
before the policy was initiated. It also brings into question whether or not the advisors who were
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left to implement the policy knew to inform students of the change in the transferability of the
course. Since college-ready students were continuing to enroll in the course in fairly significant
numbers even after the policy was implemented, how many of them did not learn about the
transferability of the course until they attempted to transfer it?
The particular policy scrutinized in this dissertation was one initiated by the
administrative leadership team of the community college district. Many policies, however, owe
their genesis to the agendas of the districts’ popularly elected governing board members. While
it was not necessary to deeply explore the board’s influence in this policy, future studies may not
be able to ignore such pressures coming from members of the community who often do not
understand all of the nuances of a given institutional problem. The turmoil that existed within
Maricopa’s governing board preceding this policy adoption may have led to a case of adopting
the policy more for misdirection by the district administration than a virtual adoption to satisfy
something as ill-defined as the isomorphic influences of the College Completion Challenge.
The frame of Chapter 3 was one often used in political science research to explain the
discrepancies between how a policy is envisioned to be implemented by policy makers and how
the policy is actually implemented by staff working on the front lines of the organizations. That
the policy really was not implemented is what brought the attention back to how the policy was
formulated and why it was made in the first place. The descriptive data revealed no significant
effort to activate the policy and each college experienced varying levels of compliance and
programmatic preference. These variations were possible due to the lack of system controls to
enforce the policy but that is considered a strength of loosely coupled organizations like
Maricopa (Weick, 1976).
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While many more developmental students enrolled in CPD150, not all of the colleges
focused on CPD150 entirely. And, while developmental students were the target of the policy
mandate, many more students took advantage of the student success course as well. This
suggests that mandating an already accepted practice may not require tight enforcement in order
to be effectively implemented. It is true that compliance by developmental students was not
perfect but advisors did not discourage college-ready students from enrolling in the course either.
For practitioners in community colleges this could imply that using resources to build in
systematic policy enforcement is not necessary or even productive. Those same resources could
be applied to providing more resources in the form of full-time counseling faculty so that all
students may receive the benefit of a student success course rather than only those who are
underprepared or who are fortunate enough to find an open section. If the purpose of the policy
is simply to signal external stakeholders of their adoption of already legitimate forms of student
assistance, then controls are not necessary. Additionally, it might be wise to not assume that full
compliance to any internally derived mandate is the only measure of a successful
implementation. The flexibility inherent in a loosely coupled organization should not be viewed
as entirely problematic. The ability of advisors to adapt the policy to the individual student
based on information that can only be gathered in a personal conversation is a benefit of the
discretion given to the street-level bureaucrats in a loosely coupled organization.
Finally, in Chapter 4, the student success course itself was examined to determine if
enrolling in the course had a positive effect on the student’s fall-to-spring or fall-to-fall
persistence. A quasi-experimental design using regression discontinuity was employed to test
the effectiveness of enrolling in the course. Unfortunately, the lack of adoption, the error
introduced by combining two interventions (courses) into one independent variable, and the
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absence of any evaluative capacity being built into the policy implementation prevented any
causal claims from being made. Even though regression discontinuity takes into account noncompliance of the mandate by developmental students and also accounts for enrollment by those
not required to enroll (fuzzy), no positive effect was observed. But great caution in extrapolating
this result beyond a statement of non-correlation is strongly is advised. As was seen in Table 13,
the number of college-ready students who enrolled in the course exceeded the number of
developmental students enrolled in both the reading and math samples. Therefore, one of the
primary benefits of using regression discontinuity, to reduce selection bias and thus mimic
random assignment, could not be applied broadly to the course. Instead, the primary value of
chapter for future practice is to serve as a template for making such evaluations should the proper
conditions exist.
The lack of robust results in Chapter 4 notwithstanding, the frames and the methods used
in the three substantive chapters provide beneficial information that can inform the current
literature in the area of district-level policy implementation studies in community colleges. Too
often a policy is isolated from the institution left to implement it and the implementation is never
examined beyond level of compliance. Further, effectiveness of a policy is often measured based
on its full implementation and not the observed benefits of the policy. Taking the time to
understand the full lifecycle of a policy from creation to implementation to effectiveness is not
an easy undertaking but it does provide context to each stage in the process that is otherwise
absent and assist in planning and implementing future policies.
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Appendix B
Learning outcomes for AAA115.

Creating College Success
Lecture 1 Credit(s) 1 Period(s) 1 Load
Course Type: Academic
Load Formula: S

Course: CPD115
First Term: 2007 Fall
Final Term: Current

Description: Strategies to create success in college. Methods for selecting and
developing effective academic strategies, increasing self-awareness and
developing self-management strategies. Elements of college resources and
relationships with others explored in support of students` educational experience
Requisites: Prerequisites: None
Cross-References: AAA115
MCCCD Official Course Competencies
1. Describe effective behavior in higher education settings. (I, II, III)
2. Identify and implement time-management strategies. (II)
3. Describe college transition issues and identify strategies. (II)
4. Identify and use effective study strategies that support success. (II)
5. Describe college terminology and identify campus support resources.
(II, III)
6. Connect with other students, faculty, staff, and the campus. (III)
7. Recognize cultural differences and similarities that influence
communications. (III)
8. Describe the goal-setting process and identify personal educational
goals. (IV)
9. Create and evaluate an action plan related to identified educational
goals. (IV)
MCCCD Official Course Outline
I. Self Awareness
A. Responsibility for academic achievement
B. Self-evaluation of college success behaviors
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C. Learning strengths
D. Success habits
II. Self-Management
A. Adjusting to college culture
B. Time management
C. Promoting individual well-being
D. Study strategies
III. Interdependence
A. Campus resources
B. Mutually supportive relationships
C. Working together across cultures
IV. Goal Setting/Planning
A. The goal-setting process
B. Educational goal selection
C. Action plan
D. Reflection on learning

Last MCCCD Governing Board Approval Date: 3/27/2007
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Appendix C
Learning outcomes for CPD150.

Course: CPD150
First Term: 1997 Fall
Final Term: Current

Strategies for College Success
Lecture 3 Credit(s) 3 Period(s) 3 Load
Course Type: Academic
Load Formula: S

Description: Focus on increasing student success through college orientation and
personal growth, study skills development, and educational and career planning
Requisites: Prerequisites: None
Cross-References: AAA150
MCCCD Official Course Competencies
1. Identify and describe campus student support resources. (I)
2. Identify and apply time-management strategies. (II)
3. Identify and apply goal-setting strategies. (III)
4. Identify preferred learning style and describe it`s relationship to teaching and
learning strategies. (IV)
5. Identify and utilize interpersonal communication skills. (V)
6. Identify and utilize strategies to organize study materials. (VI)
7. Identify and utilize note-taking strategies. (VII)
8. Identify and utilize textbook, academic, and classroom strategies. (VIII)
9. Identify and utilize test-taking strategies. (IX)
10. Identify and utilize strategies to improve memory. (X)
11. Identify and utilize strategies for critical and creative thinking. (XI)
12. Describe the process of educational and career planning. (XII)
13. Describe current occupational trends and outlooks. (XIII)
14. Utilize career planning resources. (XIV)
15. Develop an education plan. (XV)
MCCCD Official Course Outline
I. Campus Student Support Resources
a. Student Services
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b. Academic support services
II. Time Management
a. Analyzing present use of time
b. Prioritizing
c. Scheduling
d. Calendars
III. Goal Setting
a. Identify motivators
b. Values clarification
c. Design short and long-term goals
IV. Learning Style
a. Assess learning style
b. Teaching styles
c. Learning strategies
V. Interpersonal Communication
a. Verbal and non-verbal
b. Active listening
c. Assertive communication
d. Conflict resolution
VI. Materials Organization
a. Course syllabi and outline
b. Assignments
VII. Note-taking
a. Outlining
b. Mind mapping
c. Cornell
d. Other note-taking techniques
VIII. Reading
a. SQ3R
b. Other textbook reading techniques
IX. Test-taking
a. Study environment
b. Test preparation
c. Test formats
d. Test anxiety
X. Memory
a. Short and long term
b. Repetition
c. Association
d. Mnemonics
XI. Critical and Creative Thinking
a. Evaluating
b. Synthesizing c Analyzing
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d. Brainstorming
XII. Educational and Career Planning Process
a. Self-assessment
b. Assessing options
c. Decision-making
XIII. Workplace Trends and Occupational Outlook
a. Changes in the workplace
b. Growth-oriented industries
c. Occupational outlook for specific job titles
XIV. Career Planning Resources
a. Technology
b. Printed materials
c. People/network
XV. Educational Plan
a. General education guidelines
b. Degree programs and requirements
c. University transfer guidelines

Last MCCCD Governing Board Approval Date: 5/27/1997
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