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[bookmark: _Toc482045633]Executive Summary
To understand and enhance the adult student retention rates, Dyersburg State Community College (DSSC) contacted the Peabody College at Vanderbilt University to have graduate students conduct a study of the adult student retention. This is a case study deploying a mixed methods approach to diagnose a dramatic decline in adult student enrollment at a rural community college. 
[bookmark: _gjdgxs]Guided by Braxton, Hirschy, and McClendon’s (2014) Theory of Student Retention at Commuter Colleges and Universities, the researchers utilized a quantitative survey, regional trend analysis for comparison, qualitative interviews (with current faculty, administrators, and adult students), a process mapping session, and a review of extant literature. The quantitative survey did not yield compelling data that would be useful for the institution. The trend analysis showed that the institution suffered an adult student decline related to regional economic shifts, and a similar drop when compared with statewide and national data. The trend analysis also found that female adult students have higher retention rates than males, and White adult students are retained at a higher rate that African American students. 
While the qualitative interviews found that students were extremely positive about the institution, they also identified several places where the campus could improve experiences. The qualitative study found that adult students’ decisions to persist were based on a host of factors, including spousal support, financial circumstances, and the positive interaction with faculty and staff. Interaction with faculty and staff was positive and directly addressed both concepts of institutional commitment to student welfare and institutional integrity, which both are antecedents for persistence. 
After identifying key themes, challenges, and areas of concern for current adult students, researchers held a process mapping session with campus administrators, capturing the interaction between the institution and the student from first contact through the end of the first term enrolled. Drawing upon extant literature and examples of student-success-focused process mapping at Georgia State University and Michigan State University, the team identified several incidents of overcommunication, undercommunication, contradictory messages being sent, and where the campus could benefit from redesigning key student experiences to optimize the experience of incoming adult students. 
Guided by these findings, several recommendations are offered to the DSCC administration, staff, and faculty to inform practice and procedures. Campus administrators should convene cross-functional teams to redesign the admissions process, campus communication norms, and academic advising. Specific policy recommendations are made relating to book purchasing by students identified as low-income and the admissions application.  
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[bookmark: _30j0zll][bookmark: _Toc482045635]Adult Student Retention at a Rural Community College: A Case Study

There are currently 1,132 community colleges serving 12.8 million students in the United States (American Association of Community Colleges, 2014). Community colleges are critical  for higher education access and opportunity within the United States (Cohen & Brawer, 2003; Goldrick-Rab, 2010). Nationally, 36 percent of community college students are first-generation college students. The majority, 71 percent, are over the age of 22 (over the historical interpretation of traditional age for college), and the average age is 28 (AACC, 2016). 
Dyersburg State Community College (DSCC), located in Dyersburg, Tennessee, represents a compelling case study highlighting the complex challenges facing the American community college sector. Similar to other rural community colleges around the country,  DSCC is experiencing significant adult student enrollment decline in the face of an evolving state policy environment. DSCC’s recent unexpected and sharp decline in adult student enrollment (over the age of 24 taking one or more classes, Kazis et al., 2007), is particularly challenging during an ongoing resource struggle in a community with a limited economic opportunity for citizens
[bookmark: _Toc482045636]Framing and Overview

The passage of the Tennessee Promise and launch of the Drive to 55 campaign created  increased student enrollment  along with an increased focus on completion for the 13 Tennessee community colleges (Haslam, 2014; Sutton, 2015). Nationally, community colleges have faced increased student demand in recent years (Governing Magazine, 2010), but Tennessee provided a significant additional incentive for students through recent statewide policy adoption (THEC, 2015). Initially, students coming from high school were provided support through the Tennessee Promise, but adult learners were not eligible.   
Joining many other states, Tennessee has developed a statewide college attainment goal. Drive to 55 aims to increase Tennessee college attainment to 55 percent of the adult population with an associate’s degree or higher by 2025 (Strategy Labs, 2014). In 2014, Tennessee Governor Bill Haslam also signed the Tennessee Promise into law, making the first two years of college free to recent high school graduates (Tennesseepromise.gov, 2016). Since being signed into law, high school graduates have been eligible for the Tennessee Promise, but adult students over the age of 25 have not been. Adult students seeking similar opportunities need to meet entry requirements for the Tennessee Reconnect program (including a requirement for having earned 30 credits toward an Associate of Applied Science degree). Tennessee Reconnect is a last-dollar need grant (whereby students apply other financial aid resources before seeking Tennessee Reconnect money to make up the difference) distributed on a first-come-first-served basis, which was appropriated limited funding ($1.5 million) by the Tennessee legislature (https://www.tnreconnect.gov/, 2017).
Over the past four years, DSCC faced a significant and unexpected drop in adult student enrollment (THEC, 2015), in the face of increased pressure for degree and certificate productivity in the form of statewide performance funding (TBR, 2012). This unexpected drop in enrollment concerned DSCC administrators enough that they reached out to the Department of Leadership, Policy, and Organizations in Peabody College, Vanderbilt University, to sponsor an EdD capstone project devoted to understanding their sudden and rapid enrollment decline. Since the launch of the DSCC capstone, Governor Bill Haslam shared a preliminary plan to expand the Tennessee Promise to include adult students (Tamburin, 2017). Given a potential opportunity for additional adult students reenroll at DSCC, it is imperative to investigate and learn from the recent enrollment decline, implement any programmatic changes needed, and address any challenges adult students face at DSCC. 
This study is well-timed, as college completion at all levels has been experiencing increased public focus in recent years while many states transition to performance-based funding and policymakers raise questions about measurable student outcomes (Schneider & Yin, 2012). Leading national foundations like the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, the Lumina Foundation for Education, and the Kresge Foundation have shifted their funding and focus toward efforts to improve measurable student outcomes, innovation and scale, and institutional transformation (Klein-Collins, 2013).
U.S. community colleges enrolled nearly 7.2 million students in 2016 (NCES Fast Facts, 2016). While adult students represent a significant portion of the community college population, overall enrollment of adult learners in postsecondary education has declined by 1.02 million students since the all-time high in 2011, when 8.9 million students were attending postsecondary institutions (NCES, 2016). This pattern continued in Tennessee, despite the increased focus on college attendance and completion as encouraged by the Tennessee Promise and Drive to 55.
Two-year community colleges are faced with higher attrition rates than four-year institutions (Fiske, 2004). Over half of students enrolled in American higher education are at community colleges  (Berkner, He, Cataldi, & Knepper, 2002), but less than a third of those students obtain a degree within three years of first enrolling (Bailey, Calcagno, Jenkins, Kienzl, & Leinbach, 2006). Lower rates of persistence are of serious concern for institutions, especially when performance-based funding is becoming a more common practice in several states (Tandberg, Hillman, & Barakat, 2014). 
Higher education degree attainment is critical to the economic competitiveness of the United States, and overall the U.S. is facing a shortfall of 16 million college degrees or credentials to keep up with future economic demand (Carnevale, Smith, & Strohl, 2010). While there are 7,000 accredited institutions in the United States, only 4,726 are accredited degree granting, and of those, only 1,700 are community colleges (U.S. Department of Education, 2014). If the United States is going to close the credential gap, it will require the deliberate effort of every American college and university striving to improve retention and overall completion rates (Greene & Forster, 2003). Student retention is a critical measure (Seidman, 2005) that provides key insights directly related to degree/credential attainment. DSCC will need to investigate and understand what is happening to their adult student population and determine whether the campus can improve perception of institutional commitment to student welfare (Tinto, 1987) if the school wishes to retain and graduate more adults in Dyer County.
Community colleges are frequently underresourced with limited capacity and financial support for engaging in robust institutional redesign or self-study/self-assessment (Cohen & Brawer, 2003). In the past decade, several new organizations have been launched or evolved to support low-cost campus improvement to improve outcomes for postsecondary students. Complete College America (CCA) is an organization originally from Indiana that is working to influence policymakers (Bosworth, 2010; Cabrera, Burkum, & La Nasa, 2005; Vandal, 2015) to focus upon student success outcomes impacting college campuses. Achieving the Dream (ATD) is a national network for community colleges that shares best practices, receive coaching, and document evidence of success (Brock et al., 2007; Rutschow et al., 2011). Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching is a nonprofit dedicated to sharing proven ideas to support scholars, practitioners, and designers increase outcomes for students through approaches like networked improvement and continuous improvement (Bryk, Gomez, & Grunow, 2010). Beyond CCA, ATD, and Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement for Teaching, some campuses hire consultants or engage firms to assist with self-study and improvement, though these options can be cost prohibitive. Traditionally underresourced and understaffed, community colleges have struggled with where to begin as they seek to improve the experience of students on their campuses in the face of extremely limited administrative capacity, time, and financial resources (Cohen & Brawer, 2003).
When an institution is facing a challenge around student retention and persistence, what are the tools at its disposal for self-diagnosis and treatment, particularly in a climate of limited budgets? We examine four avenues for institutional self-evaluation to understand what is happening to adult students at DSCC and potential means for improvement. Our study includes qualitative interviews (of current adult DSCC students, administrators, and staff), a quantitative study, and a comparative trend analysis to understand what might be happening from a data standpoint, and we engage in process mapping to understand if there might be any potential areas for process improvement that could improve the support or retention of adult DSCC students. Our intention is to vet and analyze each of these separate instruments to understand what is happening, what might be done, and how adult students experience DSCC. Because of the potential possibility of the Tennessee Promise being extended to include adult students, this is a unique moment in time when DSCC can look at what has transpired in the past and how the institution might improve the experience of adult students and better support and retain future students. This project is intended to help us understand what institutions can do when they have a significant drop in adult student enrollment in a resource-constrained environment.
[bookmark: _Toc482045637]Client Problem
The Tennessee Promise program is a last-dollar scholarship that covers tuition and required fees for students enrolling in community colleges immediately after graduating from high school. DSCC experienced a small increase in enrollment among traditional-age college students (18–22) in the year after the Tennessee Promise became law. However, the adult student population (25 and older) at the college has experienced a significant decline, from 1,421 in 2011 to 668 in fall 2015. Because of these dramatic enrollment shifts, DSCC sought our help understanding what factors contributed to the persistence or departure of DSCC adult students, in the hopes of addressing any challenges and increasing adult student enrollment at the college. The study focused on three study questions: 
1. [bookmark: _1fob9te]What factors affect DSCC adult students’ perceptions of academic and intellectual development, the institution’s commitment to student welfare, institutional integrity, and persistence?
2. How do adult student perceptions about their academic and intellectual development, institutional commitment to student welfare, and institutional integrity affect their likelihood to persist?
3. How can DSCC improve the adult student perceptions of institutional commitment to student welfare and institutional integrity? 
[bookmark: _Toc482045638]Conceptual Framework
The DSCC team derived the three study questions from the formulations of the Theory of Student Persistence in Commuter Colleges and Universities, posited by Braxton, Doyle, Hartley, Hirschy, Jones and McClendon. (2014), a model that is directly applicable to DSCC because it is a solely commuter community college. This theory consists of student entry characteristics, external environment, campus environment, academic and intellectual development, subsequent institutional commitment, and student persistence.
Student entry characteristics dramatically impact persistence for students who are enrolled in community colleges (Braxton et al., 2013). Some entry characteristics, including academic ability and high school academic achievement, affect a student’s initial level of commitment (Ting, 2003). Braxton, Sullivan, and Johnson (1997) found that the initial level of commitment affects the student commitment to the institution as they matriculate. Previous research has found that student entry characteristics are significantly related to persistence and graduation (Astin, 1993; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). High school performance, measured by grade point average and class rank, has been found to be positively related to persistence (Astin & Ortega, 2005). Astin and Ortega (2005) further found that high school academic involvement, including time spent studying and extracurricular involvement, was positively related to persistence.
The external environment is also influenced by student entry characteristics (Braxton et al., 2013). Commuter students many times are balancing competing obligations such as work and family. Commuter students are more affected by the external environment than by certain factors impacting social integration (Bean & Metzner, 1985). The external environment provides a host of factors that remove students from the traditional college setting (Bean & Metzner, 1984). Bean and Metzner’s (1985) model for nontraditional student attrition cited greater interaction with the external environment as a reason for dropout. The external factors mentioned were work, family responsibilities, finances, and lack of encouragement. Further, students who receive support and encouragement to attend college from significant others are likely to persist (Mutter, 1992). The time commitment of attending college may also negatively affect the families of commuter students (Braxton, Hirschy, & McClendon, 2004).
The campus environment is also shaped by student characteristics. The characteristics of the students who are commuting to college largely influence the environments of commuter colleges (Newman & Newman, 1999). Studies show that the campus environment provides the support students need to thrive socially (Kuh, 2011). Due to the nature of commuter institutions, students in need of order and structure may have difficulty coming to terms with experience on a commuter campus (Braxton & Hirshy, 2005). Commuter campuses also often have poorly structured student social communities which impact the campus environment. The organizational characteristics of the community college also contribute to the campus environment. Students who perceive that school employees’ activities and behaviors represent a concern for the students’ welfare develop a stronger subsequent commitment to the institution (Braxton et al., 2013).
Academic integration or academic and intellectual development refer to students’ perception of their alignment with attitudes and values of the institution’s academic communities and the perception that they are not academically alone (Braxton & Lien, 2000). In the current theory, Braxton et al. (2013) placed academic and intellectual development as an antecedent to institutional commitment. Braxton et al. (2014) theorized that the greater the degree of academic and intellectual development perceived by a student, the greater their subsequent commitment to the commuter institutions (p. 118, 2004). 
Braxton et al. (2013) highlighted the perception of institutional commitment to student welfare (and perception of institutional integrity) as a factor positively impacting the academic development of adult students. We aimed to test the sixth and seventh propositions of the 10 propositions tested by Braxton et al. (2013) within the Theory of Student Persistence in Commuter Colleges and Universities: (1) “The more a student perceives that their college or university is committed to the welfare of its students, the greater the student’s degree of academic and intellectual development” (Braxton et al., 2013, p. 118). (2) “The more a student perceives that their college or university exhibit institutional integrity, the greater the student’s degree of academic and intellectual development” (Braxton et al., 2013, p. 118).
Specifically, extensive research has been conducted focusing on traditional-age college student persistence. While a number of studies have focused on persistence of adult students, very little research exists regarding adult students in rural settings. The DSCC team believed that studying the antecedents to institutional integrity and institutional commitment to student welfare and how they contribute to academic and intellectual development, and ultimately persistence, can be captured from targeting this specific population. 
[bookmark: _Toc482045639]Study Design
Our capstone team investigated whether student perception of DSCC institutional commitment to student welfare and its institutional integrity is influenced by adult student perception of academic advising, perceived faculty interest in students, perceived teaching quality, and perceived institutional support of adult students.
Institutional practices, policies, and procedures of DSCC communicate the level of support and enthusiasm DSCC has for adult learners. Braxton et al. (2013) found that institutional policies and practices accommodating the needs of commuter students positively impact student perception of institutional integrity. During our initial conversations with DSCC administrators and professional staff, several factors identified by Braxton et al. (2013) were raised as concerns frequently voiced by students (examples include decisions about course scheduling, when key university services were available for adult students, as well as the quality of the academic advising experience). When looking specifically at institutional integrity and institutional commitment to student welfare, our study focused upon three areas identified by Braxton et al. (2013) as significant forces of influence: student perception of faculty being interested in their success, class time offered during times convenient for working adults, and student impressions that family is welcome at the institution.
 To meet the needs of the DSCC community, the capstone team explored and attempted to answer the following questions:
1. What factors affect DSCC adult students’ perceptions of academic and intellectual development, the institution’s commitment to student welfare, institutional integrity, and persistence?
2. How do adult student perceptions about their academic and intellectual development, institutional commitment to student welfare, and institutional integrity affect their likelihood to persist?
3. How can DSCC improve the adult student perceptions of institutional commitment to student welfare and institutional integrity?
The steps below were used to address these questions.
[bookmark: _Toc482045640]Methods
To understand the perspective of adult students at DSCC, answer the above questions, and provide a meaningful recommendation to our client, we chose to undertake a mixed-methods approach, combining, after an initial visit and administrator interviews, quantitative surveys, trend analysis, qualitative interviews, and process mapping. We also conducted a qualitative literature review and review of materials relevant to adult students. 
Initial visit and administrator interviews.
The capstone team made three visits to DSCC to meet with various campus administrators and staff, conduct qualitative interviews, and engage in process mapping. The initial meetings with campus administrators helped solidify our focus upon our theoretical model and core literature to integrate (Bean & Metzner, 1985, in conjunction with Braxton et al., 2013).
Quantitative survey
The capstone team developed and implemented a survey using questions from the University Students’ Experience Survey (Braxton et al., 2013). The survey was designed to measure constructs of the theory of student persistence in commuter colleges and universities (Braxton et al., 2013). Using an existing survey enabled the team to administer an effective, valid, and reliable instrument. The survey instrument was selected in the hopes that it would be directly applicable for the student population, given that DSCC is a commuter campus. The survey items were adapted to gather information about the characteristics of the DSCC adult student, their social and academic experiences, and the educational environment fostered on campus that affect adult student persistence and retention. The tool was divided into several sections and collected student demographics, family background, family obligations, and measures of adult students’ academic and social experiences. The survey was disseminated using the DSCC E-Portal, in which students 25 and older received emails asking them to participate in a short survey about their college experiences as an adult student. The DSCC team sent out biweekly email reminders and kept the survey open until February 2017. 
Trend analysis.
The trend analysis reviewed institutional research and THEC data to determine trends within the adult student population to identify common characteristics of individuals who persist. The trend analysis drew upon the past five years of data. The trend analysis specifically related to the student entry characteristics, such as race and gender, which may contribute to persistence at DSCC. Specifically, study question number 1 is focused upon what factors or characteristics contribute to adult student persistence. 
 Qualitative interviews.
In addition to the quantitative survey, the DSCC team conducted qualitative interviews with DSCC adult students, faculty, and staff. The qualitative interviews elicited common themes among the experiences of adult student around persistence and retention. Data was collected via in-person interviews. The in-person interviews were designed to investigate topics that were discussed in the conceptual framework for the capstone project. The qualitative interviews provided insight to study questions 2 and 3, which both directly reviewed students’ perceptions of academic and intellectual development, institutional commitment to student welfare, and institutional integrity. 
Process mapping.
Capstone team members became trained in process mapping and facilitated a process mapping session at DSCC to better understand the current process by which adult students signal interest, apply, enroll, register, and seek advisement at DSCC. The process mapping framework draws upon the Lean Six Sigma approach to process improvement, and while it has been applied within higher education, it is not a regularly utilized tool in the student success space (Bhat & Jnanesh, 2012; Soni, Kosicek, & Sandbothe, 2014; Svensson, Antony, Ba-Essa, Bakhsh, & Albliwi, 2015). The process mapping session was coupled with an institutional analysis of messaging to adult DSCC students, which included capstone team members applying to DSCC and assessing the manner in which DSCC communicates with interested adult students throughout the application process. The process mapping directly relates to study questions 2 and 3, regarding commitment to student welfare and institutional integrity which focuses on whether or not the actions of DSCC are consistent with the mission of the institution. 
There is a dearth of academic literature about applying process mapping within higher education to improve student outcomes. The sources just mentioned demonstrate the potential application of such strategy to this field, while also indicating the need to further explore such methodology as an additional component to mixed methods retention analysis. Further, the process mapping contributes directly to study question 3, which focuses on methods that can improve students’ perception of institutional integrity and commitment to student welfare. 
[bookmark: _Toc482045641]Methodologies for Study Questions
Guided by the conceptual framework, the DSCC team approached our study questions using four methodologies, trend analysis, a quantitative survey, qualitative interviews, and process mapping of the entire adult student experience from application to completion. The trend analysis and quantitative survey were used to address the first study question; the qualitative interviews were used for the second and third study questions; and the process mapping was used to address the third study question. We approached all three study questions using the theory of student persistence at commuter colleges and universities as put forth by Braxton et al. (2013).
[bookmark: _Toc482045642]Quantitative Survey
Sampling, survey development, characteristics of the obtained sample, and data analysis pertinent to our quantitative survey are described in the subsections below. 
[bookmark: _Toc482045643]Sampling
The DSCC team surveyed the entire DSCC adult student body to ensure that all student experiences had the opportunity to be presented in the study. The survey was only distributed to currently enrolled adult students age 25 or older. The sample population was composed of 614 adult students enrolled in the fall 2016 semester. DSCC adult students range in age from 25 to 77 years old. At this community college, all the students lived off campus. The survey was also extended to students at satellite campuses as well. The campus continues to grow and boast a number of new buildings, including the Jimmy Naifeh Center, which is a brand-new building offering courses in Covington, Tennessee.
The 470 adult students enrolled in the fall semester of 2016 were invited to participate in the survey through their personal email. The 470 adult students were listed as enrolled during the spring 2017 academic term and had personal email addresses on file with the adult student coordinator. While communicating with the adult student coordinator, the DSCC team was informed that adult students rarely check their DSCC email accounts, and that would not be an effective means of communicating. Invitation emails were sent out December 15. Eight reminder emails were sent until the survey closed on February 15. Reminder emails were sent on January 2, January 9, January 16, January 23, January 30, February 6, and February 13. The invitations and reminder emails were written and emailed by the DSCC team via Qualtrics, using a DSCC email address that was provided to them. The emails explained the purpose of the survey, petitioned the students’ voluntary participation, and offered incentives for submitting a completed the survey. Each student who submitted a survey would be entered into a drawing for $100 Walmart gift cards. The email further stated that the student responses would be kept anonymous. The email also included a link to the Qualtrics survey. Follow-up emails were subsequently sent to students who had failed to complete the survey. The email reiterated the statements from the previous email and emphasized the time left to complete the survey and be entered into the drawing.
[bookmark: _Toc482045644]Survey development.
The DSCC team developed a survey tool from the Braxton et al. (2013) survey of commuter colleges. The survey’s 138 items were constructed to gather information about the characteristics of DSCC adult students, their social and academic experiences, and the educational environment on campus that directly impacted their decision to persist within the college. The survey also allowed the DSCC team to test the theory of persistence for commuter colleges (Braxton et al., 2013) with the entire adult student body. Using the Braxton et al. (2013) survey, the DSCC team used a reliable instrument and offered the opportunity to assess the applicability of measuring the factors that influence academic and intellectual development in a rural economically disadvantaged area.
[bookmark: _Toc482045645]Characteristics of respondents.
The survey was distributed to 470 adult students currently enrolled at DSCC. The team received 52 responses, with 24 of them being completed surveys and 28 partial completions. The response rate was 5 percent. Thus, our obtained sample is composed of 24 adult students enrolled at DSCC. Given a response rate of 5 percent and sample size of 24, The DSCC team decided to abandon the analysis of the data derived from the administration of the survey described before. Consequently, the project team elected not to address study question 1 using the results of the quantitative survey. We also adjusted the wording of the first study question because of our decision not to use data collected through the administration of the survey. Because we elected to abandon the analysis of the quantitative survey, we reworded study question 1. The outcome of this rewording follows. 
[bookmark: _Toc482045646]Study Question 1: What are the characteristics of adult students that may have an influence on persistence and graduation? 
In looking at what factors affect whether a DSCC adult student leaves or not, we conducted a trend analysis to determine initial information that could frame institutional decisions moving forward. The trend analysis was conducted to determine when adult students are leaving DSCC and not enrolling at another postsecondary institution. The trend analysis is used as a method for assessing trends over time of adult student enrollment and departure. The trend analysis also highlights key challenges in persistence of adult students, which may inform institutional practices. Moreover, the trend analysis specifically relates to the student entry characteristics, such as race and gender, which may contribute to persistence at DSCC.
[bookmark: _Toc482045647]Methodology for Study Question 1: Trend Analysis
As a community college in west Tennessee, DSCC is committed to educating the Dyer County community. In educating the community, DSCC maintains an open enrollment, which allows for any students interested in attending and having the requisite documentation to enroll and take class. DSCC offers associate degrees, which prepare students for the workforce or to transfer to four-year degree-granting institutions. In assessing the trends enrollment, DSCC must look at other Tennessee Board of Regents (TBR) community colleges, as well as the community colleges located in more rural areas serving similar communities. 
The main metric compares DSCC to the other TBR community colleges. TBR has 13 community colleges, which cover the entire geography of the state. Table 1 lists the TBR member community colleges, locations, adult student enrollments as of 2015, and first-year student retention. The retention rate measure the percentage of first-time-in-college (FTIC) students who began their studies in the fall of 2015. Much of the data was provided by the office of institutional research at DSCC and the Tennessee Higher Education Commission (THEC) Adult Student Factbook (2015). Most recently, DSCC enrolled 2,873 students, and 688 of those were 25 or older. As of 2015, DSCC had the lowest adult student enrollment of the TBR member community colleges (THEC, 2016). 







Table 1
Head Count and Retention Rate for Adult Students (THEC, 2016)
	
	Adult Enrollment (1)
	% of Total Head Count
	First-Year Retention (2015–16)

	Chattanooga State Community College
	3,112
	33%
	39.8%

	Cleveland State Community College
	948
	26.9%
	36.7%

	Columbia State Community College
	1,227
	22.7%
	50%

	Dyersburg State Community College
	688
	23.9%
	54.8%

	Jackson State Community College
	895
	18.5%
	51.7%

	Motlow State Community College
	918
	17.3%
	59.6%

	Nashville State Community College
	4,623
	43.2%
	47.8%

	Northeast State Community College
	1,945
	32%
	43.9%

	Pellissippi State Community College
	2,623
	25.2%
	51.4%

	Roane State Community College
	1,601
	26.6%
	51.6%

	Southwest Tennessee Community College
	3,128
	33.8%
	52.8%

	Volunteer State Community College
	1,939
	24%
	50.5%

	Walters State Community College
	1,126
	18.9%
	45.3%



Table 2 
Graduation Rates for Adult Students (THEC, 2016)
	 
	2008 Cohort
	2009 Cohort
	

	Chattanooga State Community College
	28.2%
	25%
	

	Cleveland State Community College
	38.9%
	39.3%
	

	Columbia State Community College
	35.8%
	27.6%
	

	Dyersburg State Community College
	30.9%
	24.1%
	

	Jackson State Community College
	32.9%
	31.3%
	

	Motlow State Community College
	37.4%
	32.2%
	

	Nashville State Community College
	28.2%
	28.9%
	

	Northeast State Community College
	34%
	29.4%
	

	Pellissippi State Community College
	31.1%
	33.9%
	

	Roane State Community College
	31.9%
	32.9%
	

	Southwest Tennessee Community College
	24.1%
	24.3%
	

	Volunteer State Community College
	30.4%
	29.3%
	

	Walters State Community College
	34.4%
	34%
	



This trend analysis seeks to review institutional data of adult student population to develop a better understanding of trends that delineate some common characteristics of adult students who persist or leave DSCC. After reviewing the available institutional data and THEC data, the DSCC team determined there is limited retention data beyond the first-year experience that includes student demographic information such as gender, race, high school background, and other obligations. To determine some of the contributing factors of adult student retention, a trend analysis was prepared to determine characteristics of the student population for the past five years. The data presented was used to understand the (a) general rate of departure on a yearly basis at DSCC, and (b) retention rates broken down by gender and race that influence adult student persistence. The DSCC team also looked at graduation statistics of adult students to better assess what the trends are in graduation based on race and gender. The graduation statistics provided information about the length of time for adult students to achieve a degree and what portion ever complete a degree. 
The DSCC research plan required using multiple years of THEC factbooks as a guide. With the available data, the team formulated trends in adult student persistence and graduation. The process involved reviewing relevant THEC data as well as institutional data of adult student demographic characteristics to identify preliminary trends present in students who persist. Data was collected from DSCC’s institutional research and provided in Excel documents. DSCC institutional research provided data based solely on gender and race. The THEC factbooks also provided data based on gender and race for retention and only race for adult student graduation. It should be noted that the data provided by DSCC and available in the THEC factbook did not always align. The DSCC team developed an Excel spreadsheet that included fall 2010 through fall 2015 adult student enrollment and retention data. The data was broken down by each academic year and by adult students who initially enrolled and the number who were retained to the following year. Adult students who transferred to four-year degree-granting institutions from year to year were determined to have been retained and, therefore, would not negatively impact retention rates. 
[bookmark: _Toc482045648]Adult Student Enrollment at DSCC
Institutions such as DSCC compile enrollment data once a student is enrolled. To better understand the persistence patterns at DSCC, the team needed to understand enrollment patterns, including when students started and when they left the institution. The DSCC team revised the overall enrollment head count and then the adult student head count. Both groups were then given a percentage of the total institutional head count. The adult student cohorts were separated by year, ranging from 2010 through 2015. The largest total enrollment numbers within the last five years was highest in 2011, at 3,777 students. Over the same time period, the adult student population peaked in 2011, at 1,449 students. Between 2010 and 2015, the overall enrollment decreased by 23 percent, while adult student enrollment decreased by 53 percent. While the overall enrollment numbers continue to drop, the adult student enrollment has dropped at almost twice the rate. 
Table 3. Student Enrollment
[image: ]
 



[bookmark: _Toc482045649]Retention
DSCC has continued to make efforts to improve student persistence, especially with the adult student population. All TBR community colleges are evaluated on consistent enrollment, student retention, and graduation rates. Through THEC, DSCC publishes data on first-year retention. Since the institution only provides degrees up to the associate level, there is insufficient retention data past the first year. The THEC just began tracking retention data in 2014; therefore, the team was limited to the available data provided by DSCC. Retention for the first year of all DSCC students and specifically for adult students is presented below. This information was provided through the institutional research and the THEC factbook. 
Fall-to-fall adult student retention from the first year to the second year was analyzed using five cohorts beginning in fall 2010. It should be noted that prior to 2013 the retention data that DSCC compiled did not include first-time-in-college adult freshman; therefore, the data is unreliable in assessing a clear understanding of retention. The data from 2010 through 2013 is expressed in the available format, while the remaining data is presented in a format that looks specifically at first-time students who were retained or enrolled at another degree-granting institution. 
Of the original fall 2010 cohort (N=1419), 652 students were retained to the following year, providing a 46 percent retention rate. For the fall 2011 cohort (N=1449), 653 students were retained, for 45 percent retention rate. For the fall cohort 2012 (N=1292), 617 students were retained, for a 47.8 percent retention rate. 
Transitioning to the available THEC data, which focuses on first-time students, of the original 2013 fall cohort (N=44), 19 students (43.2 percent) returned in fall 2014. For the fall 2014 cohort (N=31), 17 students (54.8 percent) returned or enrolled at other public institutions. The numbers indicated a decrease in first-time full-time adult student enrollment and an increase in retention by almost 12 percent. The adult student retention rates are considered interinstitutional, meaning a student is considered to be persisting toward a degree if that student is enrolled at a different public institution. Over the same period, the retention rates were similar for traditional-age students. 
The DSCC team also assessed retention rates for the overall student population, using the available data. For the fall 2010 cohort, DSCC reported 748 freshman students, with 602 of them enrolled the following year, giving a retention rate of 52 percent. For the fall 2011 cohort (N=632), 341 students were retained to the following fall, providing a 54 percent retention rate. For the fall 2012 cohort (N=589), 309 students were retained to the following year, for a percentage of 52 percent. For the fall 2013 cohort of all students (N=422), 239 students returned or enrolled at another public institution, providing a 56.6 percent retention rate. In the 2014 cohort (N=402), 233 students returned or enrolled at another public institution (58 percent). Based on the data reviewed, the adult student retention rate is roughly 50 percent, on average. The overall student retention rate tends to be about 5 percent points higher. 

Table 4. Retention Rate
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Table 5. Yearly Adult Student retention rate 
	Cohort Year
	Adult Student Cohort
	Retained
	% Retained

	2010
	1,419
	652
	46%

	2011
	1,449
	653
	45%

	2012
	1,292
	617
	48%

	2013
	44
	19
	43%

	2014
	31
	17
	54%

	2015
	Not Available



As the research indicates, persistence is determined by a host of different factors. There is evidence that gender can impact retention and graduation. Braxton et al. (2013) cited gender as a factor that can shape a student’s initial commitment to the institution and the goal of graduating. The retention data provided by DSCC and obtained from the THEC factbook provided some insight to the retention of students who identify as male or female. The retention rates based on gender are broken down over the same five-year period for both male and female students. 
For female students in 2010, the retention rate was 48.1 percent. In 2011, the retention rate for female students was 48.9 percent, 2011 was 49.4 percent, 2012 was 49.4 percent, 2013 was 47.8 percent, 2014 was 47.8 percent, and 2015 was 49.8 percent. The retention rate for male students in 2010 was 42.5 percent, 2011 was 38.8 percent, 2012 was 42.6 percent, 2013 was 42.7 percent, 2014 was 42 percent, and 2015 was also 42 percent. Over the five-year period, the retention rate for females was consistently 7 percent to 10 percent higher than the male retention rate. 
 

Table 6: Retention rate by Gender
[image: ]



Table 7: Enrollment by Gender
	Gender Breakdown

	Cohort Year
	Gender
	Cohort Size

	2010
	Female
	984

	
	Male
	288

	2011
	Female
	977

	
	Male
	284

	2012
	Female
	829

	
	Male
	251

	2013
	Female
	663

	
	Male
	180

	2014
	Female
	472

	
	Male
	145

	2015
	Female
	437

	
	Male
	106


 
Race and ethnicity were also student entry characteristics that Braxton et al. (2013) used in their conceptual framework of student persistence. It is well documented that community colleges serve a large proportion of minority, first-generation, low-income, and adult students (Costa, 2014). Though the issues of race and ethnicity are discussed more in-depth by Braxton et al. (2013) as they relate to social integration, the DSCC team felt it was important to have a clearer understanding of the enrollment and retention patterns of all adult students to inform the institution’s practice and policy for the future. The student body of DSCC is rather diverse, due to the geographic locations of the institution and the demographic makeup of the area. The racial demographic makeup of DSCC during the fall 2015 academic term was 70.2 percent White, 25.3 percent African American, and 1.2 percent Hispanic, and the remaining 2.5 percent of students were classified as other. 
Similar to gender, race and ethnicity are reported by the students on a voluntary basis during the initial application process. Because many students may identify with racial groups that are not always apparent and some students simply do not report a race, the information is not always reliable. Because the majority of DSCC students identify as either White or African American, those are the main areas of focus when presenting the retention data based on race. The small population of Hispanic students does not provide a clear understanding of the retention trends of that group. 
The retention data based on race was provided by the DSCC institutional research office. The initial data obtained did not include first-time-in-college. In 2013, the available data on FTIC was tracked and presented in the THEC factbook (2016). With this understanding, the initial data was based on the entire cohort, and from 2013 forward, it was the first to use student FTIC. The retention rate for adult African Americans in the fall 2010 cohort was 45.4 percent; the 2011 cohort was 44.5 percent; the 2012 cohort was 45.2 percent; the 2013 cohort was 40.1 percent; the 2014 cohort was 44.3 percent; and for the 2015 cohort, the retention rate was 46.2 percent. The retention rates for White students over the same period showed a range of 46.1 percent to 49.8 percent. The retention rate for African American is lower at DSCC but better than the overall TBR community college average. 
Table 8. Retention rates by race
 [image: ]

[bookmark: _Toc482045650]Graduation Rates at DSCC 
As previously stated, a large portion of community college students are enrolled part-time. Specifically, in Tennessee, 55 percent of community college students are part-time, as compared to 25 percent in four-year degree-granting institutions. Even though the data may not paint a positive picture of graduation rates, it is important to understand the contextual underpinnings. 
Of the 2008 cohort of adult freshman (N=411), 127 students, or 30.9 percent of the cohort, graduated within six years from DSCC or another public institution within the state. Of the 127 students, 95 graduated from DSCC, 13 graduated from another institution, and 19 graduated from both DSCC and another institution. In the fall 2009 cohort of adult freshman (N=642), 155 students, or 24.1 percent of the cohort, graduated within six years from DSCC or another public institution. Of the 2009 cohort, 122 graduated from DSCC, 13 graduated from another institution, and 19 graduated from both DSCC and another institution. Between the two cohorts there was a 6 percent decrease, which is likely to be a continuing trend with subsequent groups. 
Comparing the graduation rates of all students over the same period yielded similar results. For the fall 2008 cohort, the graduation rate for DSCC was 26.2 percent. For the fall 2009 cohort, the graduation rate was 20.5 percent. The graduation rate over the same period was higher for adult students when compared to the entire student body. The overall graduation rate saw a 6 percent decline, similar to that of the adult student population.
As discussed previously in the conceptual framework, race and ethnicity are student entry characteristics that may shapes a student’s initial commitment to the institution and initial commitment to the goal of graduation. Adult students attending DSCC from various racial backgrounds seems to be constant over the past five years. The fall 2015 racial demographic breakdown was 70.2 percent White, 25.3 percent Black/African American, 1.2 percent Hispanic, and 1 percent multiracial. 
Race is self-reported voluntary information that the student provides when applying to DSCC. The racial demographic data may not always be accurate since many students do not provide a race on the application. Students may provide multiple races or report information that may not necessarily be in line with their race as perceived by the community. Due to the large population of African American and White students, these two racial groups were the primary focus of the trend analysis. 
Graduation rates were also broken down by race. Additional data was provided by the institution illustrating adult student graduation rates at DSCC. In the 2008 cohort, there was a 29 percent graduation rate for African American students as compared to a 31.7 percent graduation rate for White students. In the 2009 cohort, there was 19.8 percent graduation rate for African American students as compared to a 26.9 percent graduation rate for White students. Based on the data provided, the graduation rate for African American students was consistently lower than the rate for White students. This trend was consistent with the retention rates at DSCC. When comparing the graduation rates of adult students to the entire student body, based on race, the DSCC found that the 2008 cohort graduation rates for African American was 18.7 percent. For White students, the graduation rate during the same time period was 28.5 percent. For the 2009 cohort, the graduation rate for all DSCC African American students was 10.7 percent, while the graduation rate for White students was 24.5 percent.
 



Table 9. Six year graduation rates
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Table 10. Graduation rates by Race
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[bookmark: _Toc482045651]Summary of Findings: Trend Analysis
The trend analysis provided overall insight to the enrollment patterns of DSCC adult students. As related to study question 1, the trend analysis provided insight to certain adult student entry characteristics that may have an influence on persistence and graduation. The percentage of adult students enrolled at DSCC has dropped at an alarming rate over the past five years, bottoming out at 23 percent of the entire student body in 2015. The retention rate for adult students at DSCC hovers around 45 percent, while the entire student body retention rate is just above 50 percent. When looking at retention rates of adult students based on gender, females have a retention rate that is generally 7 percent to 10 percent higher than that of male adult students. The difference in retention rates based on gender has remained constant from 2010 to the present. When looking at retention rates among adult students based on race, Whites have a much higher retention rate than do African Americans. Over the same five-year period, White students’ retention has ranged 5 percent to 12 percent higher than African American students’. 
When looking at graduation rates of the same demographic groups, we saw that Whites have a much higher graduation rate than African American students. In the 2009 cohort, the White student graduation rate was more than twice that of African American students. Based on the trend analysis alone, it appears that African American adult students are less likely to persist than their White counterparts. In looking at study question 1, we found that race seems to be a strong indicator of persistence and graduation as it relates to adult students. The data also supports a finding that female adult students are more likely to persist and graduate than their male counterparts are. 
[bookmark: _Toc482045652]Study Question 2: How do adult student perceive the components (academic and intellectual development, commitment of the institution to student welfare, and institutional integrity) of the theory of student persistence in commuter colleges and universities? 
[bookmark: _Toc482045653]Qualitative Interviews
The DSCC team conducted qualitative interviews with DSCC adult students, faculty, and staff. The qualitative interviews elicited common themes among the experiences of adult student around persistence and retention. The data was collected via in-person interviews. The in-person interviews were designed to investigate topics that were discussed in the conceptual framework for the capstone project. The major themes were student entry characteristics, attendance status, cost of attendance, need for social affiliation, motivation to graduate, support from significant others, institutional integrity, institutional commitment to the welfare of student, academic and intellectual development, and subsequent institutional commitment to student persistence.
Through our interviews with students at DSCC, the team was able to better understand the adult student perspectives around the major components of the theory of student departure in commuter colleges. The team also spoke with faculty, staff, and administrators to find out their perspectives to gather a more robust understanding of DSCC. As previously stated, the perspectives of faculty and staff are key to the main components of our conceptual framework. The majority of the interviews were conducted on the DSCC main campus. All student interviews were conducted in a private study room in the Learning Resource Center/Library (LRC). This location offered the greatest opportunity to talk to students and was a main meeting location for adult students within their busy schedules. The interviews were scheduled with the assistance of the adult student coordinator. The administration interviews were conducted in either the E. B. Eller administration building or the student services building. Generally, the team met with the administrator or faculty member in their respective offices. Faculty members on the main campus met with the team in a designated location on the administration building. The team also conducted faculty and administrator interviews at the Jimmy Naifeh Center in Tipton County. The Naifeh Center located in Covington, Tennessee, houses one of the satellite campus for DSCC. This location was selected because of the presence of additional students and administrators with differing perspectives.
The method for collecting data was in-person interviews with students, faculty, staff, and administrators. The team visited DSCC on three separate occasions to meet with community members and have in-depth discussions about their experiences. The team developed interview protocols that were designed to elicit answers that speak directly to the components of the theoretical framework. The interview protocols were broken down into questions about student entry characteristics, external environment, initial institutional commitment, institutional integrity, institutional commitment to student welfare, and academic and intellectual development. The protocols were reviewed by Braxton to ensure the questioning was in line with the framework. 
The interviews were conducted over the course of four days during three separate trips to DSCC. All interviews were conducted by both team members. All of the faculty interviews at the Naifeh Center were conducted in groups, while all interviews on the main campus were conducted individually. All of the student interviews were conducted individually. All of the faculty and staff interviews were scheduled for 45 minutes, while student interviews ranged from 20 to 30 minutes. Prior to starting each interview, all interviewees were given a verbal description of the research project and introduced to both team members. The interviewees were informed how their participation would impact the study and that the feedback would be used to address any issues that came up at DSCC. All interviewees consented to being recorded by the team and were made aware of the use of their statements in the research project.
For the faculty and staff interviews, the team used purposeful sampling. The faculty and staff selected for interviews were purposefully selected for their roles on campus. Many of the administrators interacted with students from their initial application all the way to graduation. The team believed that this targeted group would provide the most helpful insight in understanding the experiences of adult students. The faculty members selected were used because they taught courses that enrolled large amounts of adult students. In total, we met with 13 faculty and staff, including the president and vice president of the college.
Initially, the team intended to schedule specific student interviews with the help of the adult student coordinator and sending out personalized email invitations. Through these separate but complementary strategies, we secured 15 interviews with current adult students at DSCC. Because adult students attend classes at varying times during the day, we were available for interviews from 8:00 a.m. until 7:00 p.m. Despite all this effort, it was challenging to find and identify adult students to meet with us, due to their busy schedules. Five adult students we asked to meet with us were unable to do so because of their difficult schedules and the need to prepare for classes.
[bookmark: _Toc482045654]Data Analysis
After completing all of the qualitative interviews, we coded each interview summary. This process involved first listening to recordings of the interviews conducted by the members of the team. Both team members participated in all of the interviews, so they were both able to listen to the interviews again. After we reflected on the information obtained in the interviews, we replayed the interviews to uncover emerging themes from the answers provided by faculty, staff, and most importantly, students. The interviews were reviewed multiple times to obtain powerful quotes that were illustrative of the feelings and perceptions of the interviewees. 
After listening to the interviews, the team developed an interview matrix guided by the theoretical framework that provided a clear roadmap to organize the emerging themes that came forward from the qualitative interviews. The interviews with faculty and staff first focused on the factors outlined by Braxton et al. (2013), including student entry characteristics, external environment, initial institutional commitment, institutional integrity, institutional commitment to student welfare, and academic and intellectual development. Finalizing the matrix included adding powerful quotes that highlight the core themes that consistently came up and were directly linked to theoretical framework. 
In reviewing the qualitative interviews, a number of themes emerged that were consistent with the theoretical framework developed by Braxton et al. (2013). The findings indicated that concepts of the theoretical framework directly related to the perspectives of students at DSCC and their decisions to persist. Consequently, we organized our findings according to the major components of this theory.
Our interviews provided a window into a student population that is generally very positive about their experiences at DSCC. Students shared positive experiences and anecdotes about their interactions with caring faculty and provided a general sense that they were pleased with their academic experience, level of rigor, and overall campus environment. Consistent with the review of literature, we found that the adult student population at DSCC aligned with the background characteristics indicated in the literature. All adult students we interviewed indicated that they were first-generation college students; most of them were coming back to school after some time away; and all of them were balancing work, life, and family obligations in concert with their academic careers.
[bookmark: _Toc482045655]Student Entry Characteristic
Several students stated their concerns with high school academic performance and how it impacted their thoughts when they initially enrolled at DSCC. A number of faculty and students raised the issue of adult students feeling unprepared before taking a class. When we met with one of the academic deans, who was a former faculty member, he stated, “Adult students are not always confident in their ability when they first arrive. They have a lot more practical knowledge about life and the real world but are unsure about navigating school because they have been away so long.” Another administrator stated, “Being the only older person in the classroom is intimidating; our adult students sometimes incorrectly assume that the traditional-age students understand a particular topic because they were exposed to it more recently.” Faculty members also talked about the fact that the Tennessee Promise has made campuses appear much younger. “Years ago it appeared we had a better mix of adult students and traditional-age students, and so it wasn’t hard for our older students to find someone they could identify with.” 
The adult students also talked about their experiences entering college as the first in their families to attend college. Administrators were well aware than many of the adult students were the first to attend college, and therefore, their parental education level is often nonexistent. “The students we serve are often the first people to attend college; they make the decision to break a cycle of missing out on education,” said an administrator. “Not having anyone in your family who can provide insight into higher education is tough, and often it can be a daunting task to embark upon.” 
Students echoed the same sentiments when talking about their parental education level. The vast majority of the students interviewed did not have parents who attended college and in a few instances had a sibling who attempted postsecondary education but was unsuccessful. Students provided examples of how limited their opportunities to attend college were at the time they graduated from high school. One said:
In my home, there was very little discussion of going to college. I remember my brother wanting to attend college, and he was a couple years older than me. My father told him that he was not going to help him pay for college because they did not have the money, and he should get a job or join the military. My father believed he made a living without college, and therefore, it wasn’t necessary. When it came time for me to graduate from college, I didn’t even have the conversation because I knew what he would say.
Another student provided background on why she didn’t attend college after high school. Her answer spoke to the fact that both her parents had a low education level and she had a poor performance in high school.
No one in my family went to college, and I did so bad in high school that I thought that there was no way I could go to college and succeed. No one really talked about education growing up; instead the discussion in my home was about getting a job and supporting yourself. When I decided that I was going to attend college, I was scared out of my mind. I felt like I was Billy Madison. I was starting college, and I was 20 years older than everybody else. 
Students and administrators both stated that adult students are highly motivated to attend college, often for the financial benefit in their jobs. On administrator stated, “A lot of our older students have been working in the same place for quite some time, and then they are seeing younger people with degrees get jobs that are better paying.” One administrator talked about the geographic location of a satellite campus as a motivator for adult students. “Our Naifeh campus is closer to Memphis, so some students who are getting their degrees can look there for advancement in their careers.
Students seemed to be motivated to graduate if they were currently working. One student’s personal story conveyed such motivation: 
Right now, I am sitting in a job making ice cream all day. I decided at age 27 that I want more for my life, so I decided to come to Dyersburg. My company is going to pay for my education, so I have all the motivation I need. My mom told me I need to take advantage of this opportunity because everyone is not so blessed.
Another student also expressed similar sentiments around graduation but for a different reason:
I am doing this for my kids, to show them this can be done. I have a 15-year-old, 12-year-old, and 9-year-old. I want them to say that their mom went to college and finished, and I can do it to. I actually have to do it. When you have kids, they are a big-time motivator to graduating. I can’t be paying for them to go to college and I haven’t finished. 
One faculty member talked about having adult students in his class. “Older students are not here to play around; you give them an assignment, and they get it done. I guess the stakes are higher.”
[bookmark: _Toc482045656]Initial Commitment to the Institution
Students described their commitment to completing their degrees more passionately than they described the reasons for choosing DSCC. For most of them, they chose DSCC because of its proximity to home and, therefore, seemed to be the obvious or only choice. One 70-year-old student stated, “I live in a small town about 50 miles away, and I knew DSCC was the closest place to me. I guess after taking eight years of classes and getting two associate’s degrees from the place, you could say I am committed to it.”
[bookmark: _Toc482045657]External Environments
DSCC faculty, staff, and students all agree that external environments were the biggest single factor affecting adult student persistence. Adult students in the geographic area are tasked with balancing a number of competing interest with limited financial resources. The theoretical framework developed by Braxton et al. (2013) speaks directly to how the external environment can negatively affect persistence. One senior administrator illustrated the concept effectively by stating, “Adult students are balancing so much, and oftentimes it is a spouse or parent who is helping to shoulder the burden while they are away at class. It is a tough sacrifice that everyone is not willing to make.” The same administrator further elaborated on how cost of courses can also negatively impact adult student persistence. 
Ten years ago, a course was $50, and now it is $500. Many of our adult students are struggling to get by, so how can we expect them to tell their families they are going to incur debt for school when they have so many other priorities? Working adult students can’t take nine course hours in a semester. It’s not feasible and probably not practical.  
Students were aware of the external environments and how they impacted their decisions to matriculate at DSCC. Several students spoke about spouses who contributed to them staying on track and provided the necessary support to continue their studies. One student talked about how her boyfriend provided her with the added motivation to continue.
My fiancé is always telling me how proud of me he is. He continually picks me up when I am not happy about something going on at school or work. I know he knows that I really need it. At times, I feel inadequate as a significant other because I can’t always do the things like come home and cook or spend quality time because I am a student in the nursing program. He always says it is going to pay off in the long run.
DSCC students are very committed to their families, and it seems that support is also reciprocal. Families and specifically spouses seem to be pushing students toward the goal of graduation and developing their careers. For many students, returning to school was a difficult decision, but the continuous support has been a key motivator in moving forward. One student provided powerful insight to the benefits of her spouse and how he motivated her to finish her education: 
My husband does a lot of the heavy lifting. I am sitting in the library right now studying, and he has to pick up the kids and make sure they are situated. He also works nights, so after doing all that, he has to go work an eight-hour shift. He never complains, but I do remind him on a daily basis that this will all be over in May. He is my sole source of support, but there is no way I could do this with three kids without him. 
Students also provided their perspectives on having to travel to and from classes while maintaining their current jobs. It was obvious from the experiences of the students that they often felt overwhelmed with the challenge. Though many were still optimistic about the outcome, it was still persistent throughout their answers. One said:
I live an hour and 20 minutes away, so when I have to be at class, I can only focus on school. I can’t worry about my house, my kids, or my other family members. It is good for me because I can focus, but it is bad for them because they can’t just call mommy. Plus, since I live so far away, as soon as class is over, I have to go directly home. I don’t have time to sit around and talk to my teachers or argue with financial aid. I have each task that has to be completed.
[bookmark: _Toc482045658]Organizational Characteristics
As stated by Braxton et al. (2013), organizational characteristics play an important role in the choices of students to persist and complete their degrees. The theoretical framework focuses on the organizational characteristics of institutional integrity and institutional commitment to student welfare. When discussing institutional integrity at DSCC, students were questioned about whether they believe the institution mission of the institution was in line with action of administration, faculty, and staff. Questions sought to elicit information about the student fulfillment level based on their expectations before enrolling
The DSCC mission is to educate the community in seven counties surrounding Dyersburg, Tennessee. As previously stated, the counties are economically impoverished, and many of the students who enroll are unprepared for college. Regardless of the barriers, the DSCC administration, faculty, and staff are committed to serving these students. A faculty member stated, “I was a DSCC student 25 years ago, and I knew I came here unprepared for college, but I had some really great people who helped me along.” Other administrators mentioned that employees at DSCC have an attitude of really caring about students. “We strive to make sure that any time a student has a question we can answer it or at the very least point them in the right direction.”
[bookmark: _Toc482045659]Institutional Integrity 
Institutional integrity is defined as how true an institution is to its mission and goals (Braxton et al., 2013). Institutional integrity “pertains to the degree of congruency between the espoused mission and goals of the college or university and the actions of its administrators, faculty and staff” (Braxton et al., 2013, p. 88). Administrators also spoke of the overall commitment to the community and how that impacted their work: “Dyersburg has been hit really hard since the economic downturn, and so we here at DSCC have to be part of the community, by employing people and providing them training to get better jobs. By doing so, DSCC is being true to its espoused mission to serve the community. We are as much a part of the community as anything in this area.” The faculty talked about developing the Jimmy Naifeh Center next door to a library in Covington as an effort to increase access for the community. One said, “Opening the Naifeh Center was huge in working in this part of the state. A lot of students that are in the metro Memphis area can take advantage of our programs, and we can continue meet our mission and to serve the community with this new space.”
The students provided insight to their perception of institutional integrity. Specifically, they focused on their beliefs that their expectations of college were fulfilled when attending DSCC, as one said:
I have grown up my entire life and had never set foot on DSCC campus. I knew I wasn’t ready for college, so I didn’t bother, but when I decided to take the plunge, I was really concerned if I would learn anything or would it just be a waste of my time. The people here really care about students. They respect us and don’t treat us like babies but help us when we need it. I don’t know if I expected it to be like this, but I sure hoped it would and have been pleasantly surprised. 
An issue that often arose was how the college made students aware of the costs. Often with adult students who are eligible for federal loans, they are informed that this will be part of the award package. It was unclear if adult students were always completely clear on the cost of attendance and the need to pay it back. Staff stated they were aware of the financial burdens students were under, but if a student showed interest, they would find a way to get them enrolled. One administrator stated, “The cost of education continues to rise but the incomes of our students and their families are not rising at the same rate. We are in a tough spot as an institution that needs enrollment.” One student summed up her experience with the cost of attendance and paying back the money she owed:
I am a grandmother at this point, and so when I was motivated to go to school, I knew I would have to pay something. Even though they tell us how much it will cost, for someone like me who has never made that money, the numbers seemed like monopoly money. I was told I could pay it back someday, so I didn’t need to worry about it. I am due to graduate next year and I am really worried. I don’t think they were completely upfront about the cost with me.
One area of concern regarding students’ perceptions and messaging from the institution arose around financial aid. Some students stated that the financial aid process was never clearly explained to them, and one outright felt lied to. “My experience was I left work. I got laid off, and they told me that if I came to DSCC, I could get my schooling paid for. That was not true. I had to pay my whole first year of college out of pocket and then got support.” Another student stated, “I made some bad financial decisions at 18 like most kids, and when I came back at 37, they told me I couldn’t get financial aid.”  
One student, who was enrolled in fall 2016 but was not enrolled for fall 2017, stated, “I tried to go to DSCC this term, but they messed up my financial aid, so I haven’t been able to attend. I really want to go, and until then, I’m going to keep my job working at the gas station in the hopes that DSCC can figure this out, so I can reenroll.”
[bookmark: _Toc482045660]Institutional Commitment to Student Welfare
Commitment to student welfare embodies students’ perceptions about the amount the institution cares about the success and safety of all students (Braxton et al., 2013). All of the DSCC students interviewed shared consistently positive experiences about dealing with faculty. They spoke highly of the faculty, indicating that they felt valued and respected by their instructors. Students were enthusiastically supportive and conveyed a strong sense of care on behalf of the academic faculty. Each shared that he/she believed the faculty cared about their success, which is a known contributor to student success (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). The students described the faculty members as always available to talk with them and provide feedback. One student stated, “Whenever I need to speak with a professor, they are always responsive. I can stop by their office, or they respond to me on email very quick.” Another student explained, when discussing faculty, “Yes, they show they care about everyone’s success. They are open to talk to them about anything.” The student further stated that faculty displayed a genuine interest in them as more than just a student in their class.
I remember sitting in class on the first day talking about my past work experience. The next year I saw that professor, and he asked me how work was going. I was shocked because I figured he taught hundreds of people, and he remembered that about me. 
Administrators mentioned the fact that faculty pay close attention to students because “they were once in their shoes.” The institution has a number of faculty and staff who were once DSCC students. “I think that influences the level of interest they have in each student,” one administrator said. A student who had recently come back to school after taking 17 years off talked about her experience with faculty: 
The faculty here are amazing. There is no other way to describe them. Throughout high school, I never got the feeling that any of my teachers really cared about me. I always felt like just a number. Here, faculty really encourage me to be engaged, and they are really engaging. As an older student who was nervous about coming back, it was really reassuring to have such a hands-on group of instructors.
Another student talked about her experiences at another TBR community college, specifically focusing on the difference in her faculty interactions: 
Before I came to Dyersburg, I took classes at another community college, and that was a total different experience. The professors didn’t really pay much attention to us, and some of them never bothered to show up. This was probably was part of the reason I decided to leave, because it was a waste of my time. If they didn’t care, how did they expect me to care at 18? My experience here has been a complete one-eighty. I actually feel like I am an individual and Dyersburg cares about me.”
Another student, who previously attended a four-year institution and then decided to re enroll in college at DSCC, stated:
The transition has been good for me. After going to a four-year institution and then coming here, it reminds me of high school. You get more personal one-on-one interaction with the teachers, compared to my experience at the university. I know here if I have a question, I can ask it and not feel intimidated that the professor will be too busy. The faculty is more hands-on and want to make sure you get the information down, compared to the last time I was in college.
Another student stated, “I had faculty members walking up to me while I was in the LRC asking me how I was doing and how could they help. These people have become instrumental in getting me to where I am today. They took the time to ensure I got through whatever I was confronted with.” Finally, a student who attended a previous TBR institution stated, “I would describe the faculty as hands-on; they try to make sure you get the information and classes. Compared to when I went to [another university], it was more students in the classes, so they didn’t have as much time to spend with us. At DSCC, they have more time. I think the faculty care about me.”
A consistent theme expressed by the students at DSCC was that everyone was treated fairly. Students routinely mentioned that faculty and staff always were helpful, regardless of who the student was. One administrator provided some insight to the treatment of students. “We are here in west Tennessee where there are Black people and White people; we have to make sure we are treating everyone fairly because it is the right thing to do.
The students also appreciated the culture that faculty generated in their classes. Many students described their professors employing active learning techniques to keep students interested in the classroom. One student said, “Our instructors really keep you interested in the material. They make the work interesting because we are having discussion and really getting into the material.” The same student further stated, “I like it when my professor gives us the opportunity to argue different points of views. Even if I didn’t start out agreeing, I learn more about other people doing that.”
Students also stated they were engaged because the faculty knew what they were talking about. One said:
It is much more engaging to sit in a classroom where the faculty member is prepared and ready to teach. I have been places where teachers look like they just rolled out of bed and showed up. All our faculty here are organized and engaged, and they know what they are talking about. 
Another student stated:
I am 77 years old and have lived a long time. If I am going to give you my money to take classes, at a minimum, teachers should know how to teach. I have not had that problem here; all of these professors are top-notch. I have never had one negative experience in the classroom.
Students reported being treated with respect by faculty and staff. None of the students interviewed provided any negative feedback regarding their interaction with faculty members on campus. A female first-year student stated, “If the staff members cannot answer your questions, they are willing to pick up the phone and point you in the right direction.” One student did express a negative concern dealing with bookstore staff: 
I think for the most part staff treat people with respect, but today was a bad day. I think the lady in the bookstore sensed that she was about to get it. Because I had been over there three times today to price-match my books. I printed them off my Amazon account…I first presented my Amazon account info on my phone; then she said I had to have it printed. I then went to the LRC and printed it out; then the lady tells me I need three separate pieces of paper, one for each book I want to price-match. It seems ridiculous that you need three piece of paper, and I had to use my own paper to print it. I believe she only did that because I was using a book voucher, so I had to stand in a long line. If you are paying with anything other than cash and credit, you get treated differently. 
Finally, students suggested that there be an adult-student-specific orientation program or that adult students not be encouraged to attend the general student orientation. All respondents did not find that the orientation program offered was helpful for adult students; rather, the orientation felt like it was something designed around 18-year-olds, and they found little to no value in attending.
[bookmark: _Toc482045661]Scheduling Classes
Students and faculty both talked about the difficulty of scheduling and canceling classes. It was not uncommon for a class to be canceled if it didn’t meet the requisite enrollment amount. It was often difficult for adult student to balance their schedules and take classes at convenient times. One faculty member stated: 
Adult students’ classes will not happen unless there are 15 students. It is not uncommon for a course to get canceled because there are not enough students enrolled in the course. This usually just happens right before the semester starts, and it becomes difficult for adult learners to schedule around other family responsibilities. 
On administrator added that the difficulty in scheduling classes was directly tied to the economy. “Swing shifts at industries have been difficult because students are not working the same shift, so it is difficult to plan their schedules. One administrator stated, “Taking classes when they are available is a big issue for adult students. In the past evening, courses have been a solution, but in the past, there have been times when the evening courses did not have the adequate enrollment to continue.”
Students also expressed concerns with the scheduling of classes. The student expressed a wish to see classes offered at more convenient times: 
It is kind of like hard work for me to get to class. Working third shift, I am working from 7 in the evening to 5 in the morning; then I have to go to class at 8. It was tough going to class all day, then making sure my homework was done, and then going back to work. I know everyone has different schedules, but it would be nice if there were more course times. 
Another student talked about having to work around class offerings. “I wish they could have more of my classes in the evening so that I can graduate on time.” A second-year student stated, “The one thing they could change at DSCC is offering more courses at night. More variety. The classes get canceled a lot, and I know it has to do with how many students they have enrolled.”
[bookmark: _Toc482045662]Academic Advising
Students reported mixed feelings about the quality of academic advising. Some students reported having excellent advisors who provided them with help matriculating through DSCC, while some students stated that they met their advisors once and then never saw them again. One administrator, who was a former adult student, provided great insight into the issue: “I wish academic advising was in a better place. It was a problem when I was student. My advisor was the baseball coach; he didn’t know a lot about advising but was honest about it. He said he didn’t know a lot about the material.” Another administrator stated that he was concerned that other members of the faculty and staff didn’t take advising as serious as necessary. “We are assigned advisees, and we reach out to them, but it is not a first priority of the job.” The same faculty member stated, “It would be wonderful if we could have designated advisors because everyone is not on the same level when it comes to academic advising. Some students have advisors who can offer insight, while others just get someone going through their assigned list.”  
The administrators recognized the importance of academic advisors in academic development, especially for adult students who were coming to college for the first time or returning after a previous attempt. One said, “The academic advisor is going to be one of the first people to talk to the student at the beginning. They have the power to really showcase the institution.” The same administrator stated, “It would be good if we had advisors who could focus solely on adult students, but that isn’t always the case. I think we do have on adult student advisor on the main campus.” Faculty members also expressed their concerns about balancing advising with other duties. One faculty member stated: 
I am strapped with education responsibilities so that I cannot commit the appropriate time to know the changing in prerequisite courses of my advisees. I know how to advise students but don’t have the time to learn the particular advising world. Faculty members are maintaining two roles. Seventy-five percent of the student population have some sort of learning support requirement. 
 Another faculty member stated:
I attended Dyersburg 20 years ago, and I never saw my advisor once. Most of my advising time is done during the downtime when I am not teaching classes or some other duties, usually around the summer before classes get started. Twenty-six advisees are listed under my name, but I advised at least 47 student this year. The other 21 showed up at my office after taking the COMPASS exam or ACT/SAT.
The administrators further stated that some students manage to get enrolled without meeting with an advisor, but the institution is taking steps to improve academic advising. One said:
Academic advising is going through an overhaul with regard to how advisors are being assigned to student. Members of the college went to a best-practices meeting with Western Kentucky Community College. In the meeting, we learned that at Western Kentucky in the initial orientation class, the class instructor serves as the student’s advisor. We have a number of advisors who have been trained as master advisors so that they can advise all students. We still have some coaches in the advising center.  
The students who routinely used academic advising services expressed generally positive experiences. Most stated that the advisors were accessible. A small number of students gave negative feedback about advisors. One student talked about his academic advisor: “My normal advisor is one of my instructors I have had a couple of times. I only meet with her when I am getting ready to do my next semester of classes, but she has always been helpful.” Another female student stated:
I speak with my advisor when I am trying to set up my schedule. She is one of my teachers, so I can talk to her outside of advising. She was really helpful when I got started; there were a number of classes that have changed in degree works from when I originally enrolled in school, so I am only able to take the equivalent classes. Sometimes when I take these classes, they are not reflecting as progressing me toward a degree, but she is really helping me figure it out.
Another student stated, “My academic advisor has been super awesome in the LRC; he’s been helping me along the way. Mr. Rodney has been helping me register, showing me how to get to my online classes, and he emails me all the time.” A different student did express some concerns about meeting with her advisor and not even knowing she was missing requirements to start her program:
I came here to be in the nursing program, and back when I applied, the college had my transcripts and everything. Somehow I slipped through the cracks of admission and meeting with my advisor to the time I had to pay my bill. It was when I was walking over to talk with financial aid that I was informed that was missing a math course. At this point I had spent $600 for books and done all of my prerequisite classes, and the lady in financial aid told me I was missing something. I had received a welcome packet, gone to orientation, and all the other things to prepare for my first day. I feel like an advisor should have reviewed my record and let me know about this. 
Another student expressed concerns about her academic advising and course prerequisites:
I got into a class and was not sure what was going on. When I spoke to the professor, she told me my advisor should have told me all this information. I was like, “Who is my advisor?” The professor stated that it would be similar to a high school guidance counselor. She was able to look up my advisor and direct me to the appropriate person. I was disappointed to find out my advisor was not connected to the nursing/health care field. I think my advisor is like an English teacher. I didn’t take English here. I can only imagine she gives three craps about what I am doing in the nursing program. 
This statement was in direct contradiction to the statement made by a student who was in the nursing program: “All of our advisors in nursing are affiliated with the nursing program.”
The faculty also recognized the need for increased training for academic advisors. The training for academic advisors did not seem as rigorous as some faculty think it should be. “We should not have situations where advisors don’t know anything about a student’s degree program. Maybe you don’t have the technical expertise, but at a minimum, you should be able to advise them on what courses they should be taking,” said one faculty member. The faculty member stated, “The people with good advising records get inundated because the less experienced advisors or the ones who don’t care will pass their students off on the others.”
[bookmark: _Toc482045663]Academic and Intellectual Development
Although the students interviewed stated a clear purpose and unwavering determination to earn their degrees, they also arrived with some concern about how they would perform academically. Many of them had been away from school for extended periods of time, so returning to the classroom brought along a combination of fear and excitement. Students described academic and intellectual development as a result of classroom engagement experiences such as class discussion, group work, and critical thinking through learning.
All the students who were interviewed stated that they believed they had developed academically and intellectually since attending DSCC. One 50-year-old student stated he had developed academically since attending DSCC: “I was worried I wasn’t smart enough to handle college, but it got better for me, and I realized that I was learning more each day.” The same student stated, “Dyersburg has really prepared me for the next step in my life; learning more in each class makes me excited about learning and going to get my bachelor’s.” Students talked about how they understood information and could question arguments just by critically thinking. One said:
I was one of those people who memorized things in high school to get by. I figured if I could just remember it long enough to get to the test, I would be fine. Obviously I did not do so well with that method. Here I have been able to learn for the sake of learning and really retain more of the information. I never thought something I learned in a history class would be useful, but now I find myself in conversations where I am discussing things, and I know what I am talking about. 
Another student provided a snapshot into her own academic development when stating, “I always thought I was dumb, but now I know I wasn’t dumb. I wasn’t applying myself, and the teachers were not very good. Now I am learning and I feel confident in my brain power.”
Braxton et al. (2013) hypothesized that participation in learning communities contributes in a positive way to academic and intellectual development. One student stated that he started out in a cohort model class, but it felt forced. “All of us were adults, and so we didn’t necessarily need to be in the class with the same group of people all the time, but rather, I wish they would have just given more access to tutors.”
[bookmark: _Toc482045664]Subsequent Institutional Commitment
It was clear that students at DSCC were motivated by an internal drive to succeed and the support of family, friends, and the DSCC faculty and staff. A faculty member stated, “The adult students, in my opinion, are the strongest students we have; they might not be the smartest, but they are the most resilient and have a stronger will to succeed. The stakes are high for them.” 
DSCC students almost unanimously stated that after enrolling in school their motivation to graduate has only increased. One student stated, “After I got a couple classes under my belt, I knew that I could handle this, and graduation was a matter of me just seeing it through.” A second-year student stated, “I am literally months from graduating; before I came to college, I thought it would never happen, but now it is in my grasp. It would take a huge mess up on my part to not finish out.” One student discussed why he was encouraged by his decision to attend DSCC:
Dyersburg is the perfect place for me. It may not be for everyone, but it is perfect for me. I needed a place that would work with me and bring me along. I am an individual, and I wanted to be treated like one. If I went to a four-year state institution or somewhere like that for my first year, I would have been lost in the fray. I have grown a lot academically, and I am more confident than I have ever been. I have never doubted my decision to attend DSCC. 
[bookmark: _Toc482045665]Summary of Findings
The findings of the qualitative interviews provided the best insight, compared to the other methodologies employed during the research project. Based on the information provided, adult students entered DSCC with lower-than-average high school grades. This lower academic high school achievement directly affected their belief that they could succeed in college. A number of other students failed at college earlier in their lives, and they were also concerned about their academic ability. The students expressed a strong sense of support from their families, specifically spouses. The students who were in relationships attributed a large portion of their success to the existence of supportive spouses. 
Further, the responses during the qualitative interviews revealed that adult students believed DSCC displayed a high amount of institutional integrity. DSCC is a community college committed to serving the community. It seemed that the message was clear, and students believed that they were treated fairly in most of their dealings. One student did raise the issue that individuals using book vouchers, who were considered to be of lower socioeconomic status, were not always treated as positively as other students in the bookstore. Students expressed that prior to attending DSCC, they had no clear expectations about the college experience. Based on the student responses, there may have been concerns about what DSCC communicated about the availability of financial aid and what was true. Multiple students complained about mixed messaging when it came to their financial support packages. It was unclear if this was an issue with the college or the students’ understanding of financial aid awards. Finally, adult students who thought DSCC exhibited institutional integrity were committed to graduation. 
Next, the findings also showed that DSCC exhibited a high amount of commitment to student welfare. Students routinely stated that faculty and staff showed a genuine interest in them. This consistent interest was directly related to a student’s decision to persist at DSCC. Specifically, adult students reported being nervous about their academic potential but were assured by faculty interaction that they belonged in college. Student expressed concerns with academic advising, which were echoed by the faculty and administration. 
When looking at academic and intellectual development, the students expressed positive experiences while attending DSCC. As stated by Braxton et al. (2013), academic and intellectual development has a positive effect on persistence in commuter students. This seemed to be the case involving adult students at DSCC. The adult students interviewed expressed their academic and intellectual development as a reason they were motivated toward graduation. 
When students had the opportunity to share any final feedback, we heard several recommendations pertaining to course offerings and course scheduling. Students voiced concerns about scheduling classes, indicating multiple times that they had planned their academic calendars around taking a specific course in a specific sequence that was being offered, but after registering for the class, they were told that the class did not fill up and, therefore, had been canceled. 
[bookmark: _Toc482045666]Limitations to the qualitative interviews.
The qualitative interviews were limited because, while the team was able to conduct interviews, we were unable to observe adult students at DSCC in their various interactions with faculty and staff. We were unable to designate a specific location where adult students congregated, so we focused on the Learning Resource Center, which was frequented by more traditional-age students. 
We also had sample limitations. Initially, we contacted the student coordinator to set up interviews but were not particularly successful. The adult student coordinator sent out a number of inquiries but was unsuccessful in getting a critical number of student interviews scheduled. The team had to set up a booth in the Learning Resource Center, stating we were conducting interviews of adult students. Several students who were interviewed also seemed to be adult student who were very connected to the campus despite their status as adult students. It would have been beneficial to speak with students who were not connected with campus to learn their experiences. 
Because adult students are particularly challenged for time, it is possible that the interview subjects were self-selected and our interviews were not representative of the entire adult student population. It is possible that we found students who had less challenges for their time, and thus, we do not have a clear sense of the level and significance of challenges facing adult students at DSCC. We also did not engage with online students; thus, our target population was narrowed considerably within the entire DSCC adult student population, as we engaged only with students taking in-person classes. 
Regarding interviewer reflexivity, it is possible that our status as graduate students from a four-year institution (Vanderbilt) could impact interviewee comfort level, candor, and answers. While soliciting interview subjects, it is possible that the capstone team did not seem trustworthy or appeared not to be from the institution, and thus, we might have deterred possible interviewees. We tried to ask every question in our list of questions but often found that subjects were not willing to sit for the entire series of questions. In the future, we would limit our questions substantially to increase the likelihood of people to spend time speaking with us; even when we asked for a five-to-ten-minute conversation, it was difficult for them to spare the time. 
Finally, we are extremely mindful that adult students are very busy and balancing multiple obligations; thus, we never intended for our qualitative portion to be a primary component of our study. Rather, we used the qualitative interviews as a means to gauge the general tone and tenor of adult students at DSCC in case our quantitative survey was too lengthy or we missed students due to disinterest in filling out a lengthy survey. Finally, we also used this component of the study to listen for themes and hear personal stories behind the data we were collecting. 
[bookmark: _Toc482045667]Study Question 3: How can DSCC improve the adult student perceptions of institutional commitment to student welfare and institutional integrity?
[bookmark: _Toc482045668]Institutional Document and Website Review
Part of the qualitative review and preparation for process mapping included an analysis of the DSCC application and admissions process, evaluation of literature and materials shared with students, and an examination of the DSCC website. This background analysis was helpful for the process mapping session because it enabled us to make a recommendation about the specific time period or process the group should focus upon during our time together. While going through the application process, reviewing materials sent to students, and analyzing the campus website, we found that adult students were not being purposefully communicated with, and there were some areas where overcommunication and undercommunication might have been problematic for students. Further, this background analysis was requested by the client in our initial capstone proposal.
All documents readily available were compiled from the adult student coordinator office, student center, and admissions office. We evaluated the language, framing, design, and strategy of each document to understand whether messages to students were likely to communicate strong institutional commitment to the welfare of students or whether there were messages being communicated that might be out of alignment with institutional commitment to the welfare of adult learners at DSCC. Materials gathered are available in appendix TK. 
While there were no extremely problematic messages being communicated, it became clear that there was no style guide or overall vision for how the institution wanted to communicate with students. Color choices, font selection, and size of font varied widely. Many documents were produced in a font size that would make them impossible to read by visually impaired students. It would benefit DSCC to create a style guide or provide clear direction to administrators, staff, and faculty about how to communicate in a succinct manner to students. DSCC student information documents did not reference adult students, aside from two exceptions.
Many of the messages were repetitive, and the colors, fonts, and designs were visually jarring. We were left with a general impression that the institution was overcommunicating to students in a manner that was ineffective and creating “noise” rather than a clear message of support and institutional commitment. We investigated ways to evaluate websites in the hopes that there might be a best practice or national standard by which institutions could gauge the effectiveness of campus websites; unfortunately, we did not find any such reference or style guide to cite or utilize. Therefore, we share our observations and questions but acknowledge that this is a space that is significantly underdeveloped in the literature and that it would serve institutions to have an expert or consultant write up recommendations and share examples of highly effective websites that appeal to students and cultivate a sense of ease as they peruse an institutions website.
[bookmark: _Toc482045669]Institutional Interest and Application Feedback
As the final step in our empathy-building process, we applied to DSCC as adult students to understand how adult learners were communicated to and whether the messages being sent were consistent with institutional commitment and institutional integrity. Below is a summary of the questions asked in the admissions process and overall impressions and questions that were raised by going through the process. Admittedly, this feedback is based upon personal experience and our impressions, and we are not experts at evaluating campus application process design, nor did we find literature providing clear direction and design for best practices in the application process. We compiled a matrix of feedback (shared in appendix TK) and recommendations from each form, which was an attempt to provide a greater understanding of how people interact with the DSCC website and how they view the questions being asked in various forms. 
Before beginning a process mapping session, it was important to gather as much information as possible about the student experience that might need to be mapped out and to understand where administrators might be seeing a process from their viewpoint and not understanding how the student experience might be unintentionally challenging. We selected the student onboarding and application process based upon an early request from the DSCC vice president of institutional research and found that there were several places where the form was not as effective as it could be and where it communicated in a manner that clearly was targeting traditional-age college students rather than adult students. Finally, we saw a glaring space where reframing the messaging to students could send a more welcoming message and ensure that students understood the next steps in the process to become an adult student. These kinds of process challenges gave us a sense about where to encourage the group we assembled to focus their attention, toward the first interaction the institution has with the student and its first opportunity to convey institutional commitment and a commitment to student welfare. 
[bookmark: _Toc482045670]Findings for Study Question 3
[bookmark: _Toc482045671]Process mapping. 
Institutional commitment can be improved by systematically identifying ways that the institution can better interact with the student. Identifying common “pain points” where the student might experience the institution in a suboptimal way can highlight an area for improvement. Once these potential processes are identified, the institution can engage in a redesign or continuous improvement to achieve better outcomes for adult learners.
Drawing upon the insight gained in the quantitative and qualitative portion of this mixed methods study, we planned and facilitated a process mapping session with administrators at DSCC. As part of our capstone project, one of the members of our team sought training in process mapping, facilitated by the Orion Group, and completed the two-day training in North Carolina. 
 Best practices for process mapping encourage a broad focus on a specific period of time and a specific process, rather than using it for exploration purposes. We first asked for assistance from the DSCC adult student coordinator, to ensure that the administrators, faculty, and staff included were directly connected to the adult student integration process. The intention of the session was to map out the interaction between DSCC and adult students from the day they first reach out to signal interest in the institution, through the end of their first term as a student at DSCC. We provided a three-week window of time to identify a potential date for process mapping. After 10 days, we received an email back from the DSCC vice president for institutional research informing us that the president of DSCC had determined that we could not hold the process mapping session. After following up, we learned that the president believed the time commitment on behalf of staff would be too high with the initial design format, and thus, we needed to conduct a process mapping exercise without holding a formal session on campus. While this would potentially impact the outcome of the session by limiting the collaborative interaction with peer colleagues, as well as limiting building consensus among the administrators gathered, we knew we needed to develop an alternative path forward.
 Following is the design of the process mapping exercise we requested and recommended, and later we detail what actually happened.
These were the DSCC personnel invited to participate in the process mapping session:
· Adult student coordinator
· Admissions office director
· Director of institutional research
· Financial aid director
· Academic advisors 
Key questions to focus upon during this session were:
· How does DSCC communicate with adult students?
· What messages does DSCC communicate intentionally or unintentionally through existing communication strategies?
· What potential roadblocks, obstacles, or challenges do adult students at DSCC encounter during the application and intent period, acceptance and enrollment period, and first year?
· What strategies, interventions, and practices does DSCC provide to encourage and support adult learners?
· What is the most efficient and effective use of DSCC resources in the pursuit of supporting adult students?
Process mapping session notes and results.
A process mapping exercise was facilitated by our capstone team on March 23 that included four administrative professionals from the adult student support office, financial aid, and admissions. 
Final participants included:
· Adult student coordinator
· Director of admissions
· Director of financial aid
· Financial aid support counselor
The agenda for the session was:
1. Introductions
2. Norm setting for the session
3. Process mapping background information
4. Identification of the specific process and time period for mapping
5. Collaborative process mapping
6. Conclusion and debrief
The process mapping session began with introductions, an explanation of the concept, key examples of where it has been utilized in higher education, as well as a series of group-developed ground rules. 
The ground rules established through group consensus were: 
1. All discussions begin with the assumption that everyone at DSCC cares about adult students.
2. Be transparent and committed during the session.
3. Use positions and roles, not names, in the process map.
4. Focus on one period of time and process.
5. Everyone has a voice and matters.
6. Document the process as it currently is, not as it should be.
7. Data and information from this session is for discussion and improvement, not to point fingers or blame.
The group agreed to process map the adult student experience from the time students first indicated interest in the institution through the end of their first term at DSCC.
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The group engaged in a collaborative and supportive process mapping session that identified several areas where the institution might consider adapting current process, improving information, or reconsidering existing practices.
Process mapping exercise results. 
Process mapping enables teams to see the organizational process through the eyes of the customer, in this case through the eyes of the student. As academic institutions attempt to improve perceptions of institutional commitment, process mapping can equip administrators with the ability to understand how the current process interacts with students, the message being sent, and where process might positively or negatively impact student welfare. The first experience a student has with an academic institution can be quite powerful in forming their opinion of the institution and their perception of their personal value to the institution. 
The following high-level recommendations came out of the process mapping session: 
1. To fully support an institutional commitment to student welfare, DSCCC needs to make every effort to provide clear information, appropriate onboarding, and support throughout their first term at DSCC. Student financial aid and funding support are vital components of student welfare, and the institution needs adult learners to fill out the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) at the earliest time possible, in case there are issues to address that could prevent them from enrolling or persisting. Despite the campus wanting students to file the FAFSA immediately after applying or at the same time as applying to DSCC, there is no link to the FAFSA at the conclusion of the admissions application. This simple change could take some of the guesswork out of a foreign process and, at the very least, ensure that students have the right link to go to or are explicitly told to file the FAFSA by the institution. 
2. Overcommunicating to students in a channel or method that does not work for the students is problematic for student perceptions of the commitment of DSCC to the welfare of its students. It does not convey institutional commitment, as students risk not getting the information they need (due to tuning out the barrage of communication), therefore missing important information or deadlines. There were too many mailed letters being sent to students. The group was surprised at the volume of letters being sent to students during the initial interest period when the student applies to DSCC but noted that perhaps these letters could be combined into one packet of materials and that some of the information might be streamlined. The group acknowledged that students might not be reading these letters; they are generally unresponsive to their DSCC email and letters. Further, it was noted that none of the letters sent to the adult students included any information about adult students; rather, all communication was sent to the entire population, aside from messages sent directly from the adult student coordinator.
3. To effectively support student welfare on campus, DSCC needs students to connect, build relationships with, and interact with their academic advisors. If students fail to connect with advisors, they cannot register for classes or will not get the support they need. Currently, information that is sent to students providing the name of their academic advisor does not include their contact information (phone number or email). This creates an extra and unnecessary step for students to find their advisors that could be eliminated for the convenience of the student. The campus should aim to eliminate unnecessary legwork for students and ensure their experience is as seamless as possible. 
4. Communication with students is the earliest and most visible signal of institutional commitment to student welfare. The campus should determine what messages are appropriate to be sent to students so that there is clarity and no confusion about who they should contact for help or support. While it might be more challenging for the institution to engage in a clear design of communication and process, such an activity would enhance the student experience and better support student welfare. Currently, the adult student coordinator sends an email to adult students welcoming them and providing additional context and information. This note is helpful for adult students; however, it may confuse them and cause them to believe that the adult student coordinator is the advisor.
5. To ensure student welfare for all DSCC students, the institution needs to evaluate all current practices for unintended challenges to student welfare or experiences that convey a lack of institutional commitment to low-income students. One example of current inequity that can harm student welfare is the book voucher provided for students with financial aid. Currently, the book voucher is only available for use on the first day of classes and through the end of the first week of classes, despite many faculty wanting students to read materials in advance of the first day of classes. This creates high demand in the bookstore during the first week of classes and, because the students cannot do advance reading to prepare, may not align with DSCC’s interest in ensuring all students have equal opportunity to be successful in their classes.
6. Inequity, real or perceived, can inhibit student welfare and convey a lack of institutional commitment. One area where some students currently perceive inequity is the way that book purchasing happens for low-income students on financial aid. There is only one person in the DSCC bookstore who can process the financial aid book vouchers. When the book vouchers are only useful on or after the first day of classes, this creates additional urgency and demand in the bookstore. Most concerning, we heard feedback in the qualitative interviews that the student experience of standing in an excessively long line for vouchers, with only one person able to assist financial aid recipients, can create a two-class system: students feel as though the low-income students are relegated to an exceedingly long line, while other students paying with other means have far less of a wait due to their ability to check out with any bookstore worker . This current strategy may be sending unintentional messages to students that do not align with DSCC’s intention or values.
7. Academic advisors can be a powerful ally in supporting and advancing student welfare. Advisors can be helpful to low-income or first-generation students and provide resources, coaching, and suggestions and alert students to potential roadblocks ahead—but only if the academic advisor is aware that a student is low income or first generation. Academic advisors are currently unaware if they are working with low-income students or first-generation students. We know that low-income and first-generation college students face unique challenges in their academic experience, but not enabling advisors to know if the students they are working with are from an underrepresented student population means the advisors are given no opportunity to provide the extra support or encouragement that DSCC might want them to offer these vulnerable populations.
8. Academic advising is a powerful tool that institutions can utilize to support and advance student welfare. However, first-generation college students may not know what an advisor is supposed to do or when they are supposed to work with them and in what capacity. In our qualitative interviews, we found that students only meet with their advisors when they have to at the beginning of a term or their initial academic experience. By not spending some time framing what an advisor should be used for and when students should be reaching out, the possibility of an unintentional norm or language barrier could be contributing to the challenges faced by students.
9. Academic advisors can be extremely helpful on behalf of the institution, spotting problems before they go too far or alerting institutional personnel when a student needs help. Such support is a helpful aid in improving student welfare and conveys institutional commitment: the campus intervenes to support students. Currently, academic advisors are not given any feedback or alerts about their advisees other than the grade reports they receive toward the end of the term. Without knowing if students are in trouble, advisors cannot be expected to provide the valuable service they aim to deliver, and student welfare may suffer. 
10. The institution cannot know if it is upholding institutional commitment to student welfare if it has a deficit of information about critical interactions between academic advisors and students. Currently, DSCC does not have a reporting requirement or system for academic advisors to report when or if they meet with their students. Without any method of sharing information about the advisor/advisee relationship, the college is being held back from knowing if there are any challenges or if academic advising is an overutilized or underutilized resource on campus.
11. One of the important interventions on behalf of the institution is the early-warning letter sent to students. Administrators were unclear about who receives the letter and what it says should happen afterward, which interventions are encouraged, and whether the early-warning letter system was designed as effectively as possible. If redesigned, the early-warning letter could be an effective instrument to support student welfare, but questions about its use, design, and implementation by administrators who should know more indicate that this tool has not been collaboratively reviewed or capitalized upon as a means to convene administrators in a discussion about ways to improve institutional commitment. 
12. A visible signal of institutional commitment to student welfare is providing classes when the institution appears to commit to doing so. If a student trusts an institution as a professional environment wisely providing guidance to students, it is critical that the institution uphold its commitment to provide classes to students when DSCC claims to offer them. While there is no perfect process and the area of enrollment management and class confirmation is a challenge for many institutions, this is a place where student experience suffers greatly, and students experience significant frustration. Ineffective process design for student forecasting and failure to intervene and retain students can create the unnecessary problem of students enrolling, planning their lives around taking certain classes, and then being told the institution has to cancel the classes. This class scheduling challenge is one that frustrated most of the students we interviewed, does not convey institutional commitment, and could potentially impact student welfare in places where a student needs one class to graduate or where course succession is important.
13. A critical period to convey institutional commitment and support student welfare is when students are experiencing financial turmoil or are in trouble. The current DSCC business office’s practice of purging students who are not current with their financial aid on a nightly basis is excessive, not contributing to a positive institutional-student relationship, and potentially damaging student welfare. 
Consistent with the survey results, we found the professional team at DSCC to be extremely passionate about helping students and very actively engaged in the process. The final facilitation exercise of the process mapping session included a short debrief with the participants, all of whom shared positive feedback as well as positive lessons learned about the student experience, the solutions to which they would like to begin implementing.
[bookmark: _Toc482045672]Process mapping conclusion.
Feedback from administrators in the session was extremely positive, and they repeated the phrase “once you see it, you can’t unsee it,” which was part of the description of process mapping before the session started. The administrators all shared several pain points they had previously been unaware of and places where the institution was missing opportunities to streamline the student experience, creating obstacles for students, or overcommunicating in a manner the administrators deemed ineffective. We suggest expanding the process mapping effort at DSCC to include a larger audience of administrators and begin by sharing the outcome of the first session; further, we recommend engaging in additional process mapping sessions around discrete periods of time that impact adult students. After the session, we provided several pieces of feedback based upon our observations, including the need for the adult student coordinator to create an FAQ for adult students rather than continuing to send an email deluge of the same questions and answers. We also suggested utilizing free resources like Facebook Live, Twitter, and other social media to share key messages with adult students. We were heartened to see that within 24 hours of the session, DSCC announced that the adult student coordinator would be holding a Facebook Live session to answer student questions within the following week. We suggest utilizing process mapping as an additional component of any mixed methods retention study as a means to identify places where the institution can make small behavior modifications to improve the perception of institutional commitment. 
[bookmark: _Toc482045673]Overall Study Findings
While DSCC has experienced a significant decline in the number of adult students enrolled, it does not appear to be the students’ fault or caused by actions of the community college. Rather, this enrollment decline is consistent nationally and within Tennessee and reflects economic trends consistent with enrollment reductions. 
DSCC clearly has tremendous strengths in the form of faculty engagement with students and the perception of institutional commitment to student welfare based on the strong connections with students through their interactions with faculty and staff. However, there are several changes that DSCC could make that might improve the experiences of adult students and potentially help reduce attrition. Through our mixed methods study of DSCC, we encountered a consistently favorable opinion of the college and strong institutional commitment, as perceived by adult students enrolled at DSCC. However, during our conversations with students, faculty, and staff and throughout our experience process mapping the onboarding of adult students, we identified a series of process improvement measures available to DSCC that would improve the experience of adult learners and strongly communicate institutional commitment to the welfare of students. Adult learners face additional hurdles in their pursuit of a postsecondary education, particularly in areas facing significant economic challenges, like Dyer County. With the possibility of the Tennessee Promise being extended to adult learners, the time to implement our key recommendations is now. If Dyersburg State Community College is as passionate about helping students as we perceived during our numerous visits to the campus, we have faith that these recommendations for process improvement will be adopted. We are heartened to see that some of the advice provided after the process mapping session has been implemented already and are hopeful that this project and the further testing of process mapping within the context of a broader mixed methods study can encourage other institutions to utilize subtle adaptations to business process improvement strategies like process mapping. While each of the strategies we employed in our pursuit of understanding the key driving questions for our study was illuminating, none was as high impact as our engagement in process mapping with DSCC administrators. Bringing disparate administrators together to tackle a shared challenge is an effective means to build community and identify challenges facing one student population or one aspect of the institution. 
While the qualitative interviews and trend analysis helped shed light on the experience of adult students at DSCC, the process mapping session left everyone in the room with a clear sense of where simple changes can be made, how the institution is communicating in ways that do not reflect the values of DSCC, and places where communication can be streamlined to improve the student experience. Learning about how students experience an institution is powerful, and understanding how institutional enrollment trends compare to those at other campuses can be illuminating, but administrators spending time together in a manner where everyone can see what is happening and clearly identify places that low-cost changes can be made stands to leave an indelible impact upon an institution. Higher education can often be accused of “admiring the problem,” but in the case of this study, by including process mapping as the final component of our work, we feel confident that the institution will not be just more self-aware but better positioned to take action in a manner that will impact students positively. 
[bookmark: _Toc482045674]Conclusion
After engaging in a mixed methods study of a small rural community college in Tennessee, the authors found that combining process mapping with traditional mixed research methods is a favorable strategy to understand student perception of institutional commitment and causes for student departure while also identify key areas of process improvement that the institution can immediately implement. Process mapping is an effective part of mixed methods analysis that can help campuses see the systemic process causes for student departure, struggle, or challenges. “Once you see it, you can’t unsee it” was a phrase we used early in the description of process mapping, and as the session wrapped up, the DSCC administrators repeated this phrase several times, indicating their surprise at how daily administrator processes might be negatively impacting the lives of students. 
[bookmark: _Toc482045675]Recommendations for Institutional Policy and Practice
We propose the following recommendations based on the findings from our qualitative study, trend analysis, and process mapping. The recommendations focus on information that DSCC should continue to gather to identify and respond to adult students who may be at risk of leaving DSCC. They also focus on what areas of student services, such as academic advising and tutoring, DSCC should look to in order to increase adult student persistence.  
[bookmark: _Toc482045676]Institutional Research and Data 
These are drawn from quantitative review and process mapping.
· DSCC should enhance the data collection methods on campus to ensure the institution has verifiable data that can be used for further inquiry. With reliable data readily available, DSCC can make programmatic changes to benefit adult students. If possible, the institution should review older data to determine if they can track graduation rates for previous cohorts of adult students. This information will help in developing retention practices.
· DSCC should continue to collect basic adult student demographics data but include information about students’ parents’ education, support networks, and ability to pay. Understanding these characteristics may also be helpful in developing an understanding of which adult student populations are likely to persist.
· DSCC should develop an early-warning system that draws information from the student entry characteristics, which will be used to identify additional efforts that should be used for certain populations of students. The institution should develop a cross-sectional team that reviews adult students at risk for departure and make additional contacts. 
[bookmark: _Toc482045677]Student Support Services
These are drawn from qualitative interviews and process mapping.
· DSCC should work to develop the academic advising process and procedures. Advisors should be individuals who at the very least are familiar with a prospective student’s areas of study.  
· Further academic advisors should be trained to ensure they are providing high-quality service to adult students. Quality academic advising should be included in the evaluation of staff and faculty and somehow included in the award structure, if possible.
· Academic advisors should understand student degree requirements and should have, at a minimum, some knowledge of the degree programs. 
DSCC should also develop procedures to ensure all students are in contact with an academic advisor prior to each academic term. DSCC should also develop procedures so that students have more contact with academic advisors. This could be through periodic check-in emails or required meetings. 
[bookmark: _Toc482045678]Adult Student Experience
This is drawn from the quantitative analysis and qualitative interviews.
To develop a better understanding of the adult student experience, DSCC should implement a periodic survey of second-year adult students. The survey should focus on areas such as academic and intellectual development, institutional integrity, and commitment to student welfare. Working with the adult student coordinator, administrators should routinely analyze this information to inform practice around these issues.  
[bookmark: _Toc482045679]Application Process
These are drawn from application process analysis and process mapping.
· The application should include a final welcome page that clearly directs students to apply for the FAFSA and includes a link to the FAFSA website. Typography and spacing should be cleaned up in the application to make it appear more streamlined and clearer. 
· DSCC should conduct a full review of current admissions application standards, log-in, and presentation, reconsidering and evaluating for effectiveness. For instance, log-in passwords for students are a place where the campus might capitalize on other platforms currently providing adequate security settings for students, like one 1Password, Facebook, Gmail, et cetera. Current password expectations on the website are a bit excessive and might turn students off or make it difficult to remember and use them.
· Course of study should be rethought to potentially integrate broader thematic areas in alignment with current national exemplars utilizing meta majors (Kurzweil & Wu, 2015). This kind of streamlining can make the early onboarding process less overwhelming and give students the opportunity to experience a general area of study without changing majors and potentially wasting course credits.
· Font for large sections of text should be increased to ensure visually impaired students can read the full text, and anything that is formally written should be reconsidered to determine if it is truly necessary or whether it is on the application due to legacy. Legal language that needs to be present should be reviewed to see if a broader framing might soften and explain the narrative tone to ensure students are not intimidated.
· Everything in the application should be revisited to determine the tone, if implied messaging is directed solely at traditional-age students, and if any unintentional messaging is being sent to students. To fully ensure that strong institutional commitment is being conveyed, every message during the onboarding and application period should be revisited with a lens toward warmth, support, and being welcoming. While some study has been done on email communication from students to faculty (Block, 2002), further study is needed on the impact of institutional overcommunication via email (potentially creating “noise” and negatively impacting response and open rates for institutional messaging). Forms should also be reviewed for length, and each question should be reviewed for necessity. Dillman, Sinclair, and Clark (1993) found that questionnaire length and requesting sensitive information (like social security number) could impact the questionnaire completion rates. 
· The admissions application should only ask for the information that is absolutely needed. High school graduation year should be requested, rather than month and day. Older students do not always remember the exact day of their graduation, and this kind of messaging is clearly being designed around traditional-age students, which could encourage adult students to feel out of place at DSCC. 
· In the signaling interest form for DSCC, the social security number request should be removed unless it is necessary. A proxy number can be assigned to students and shared with them immediately upon their submitting of their interest form. Additional framing language should be provided if the social security number is necessary (Dillman et al., 1993). 
· Every form that requests information about interests should include a section for adult students, particularly if it is asking information about clubs or campus activity interest areas. If the institution truly wants to welcome adult students and convey institutional commitment to their welfare, the institution needs to be explicit about including them in messaging as though they have a place at the institution. Adult students’ identity is multilayered, multisourced, and constantly evolving based upon interactions with the institution (Wyatt, 2011). If DSCC wants to convey a sense of welcome to adult students, it is important to explicitly create a space for them and refer to them as wanted at the institution so they feel part of a community (Naretto, 1995). One way of doing this could be asking about adult student interests in the initial form (which, if the form were to add a section about interest in a specific night class series or night classes in general, could also be a useful tool to assist with class scheduling).
· Final splash pages should be redesigned to convey exactly what next steps DSCC wants students to take. Both the initial interest form and the application could benefit from linking to an FAQ page or the FAFSA to ensure students feel adequately supported and that the institution is being as clear as possible about how to be successful at DSCC. The institution should spend time on the tone and messaging to convey high expectations (Chickering & Gamson, 1987) while respecting different learning styles and different-needs adult students. 
· All forms should be evaluated for message tone, specific language referencing adult students, and language assuming traditional-age students, conveying warmth, welcome, that they are wanted in the DSCC community (Naretto, 1995) and should clearly share any steps the institution strongly recommends students take. 
· The campus should consider convening a working group to streamline and intentionally design the communication between DSCC and the students. This conversation needs to include a specific focus on the means of communication that are most effective to connect with students and ensure they receive all the information provided. Facebook ads and other alternative means of finding and communicating with students should be considered for appropriate messaging. For instance, during our outreach to find students to connect with the adult student coordinator for our qualitative interviews, we took out a Facebook ad with targeted demographics and were able to have our message seen by more than 3,000 people (in Dyer County between the ages of 25 and 65, who had at some point been enrolled at DSCC) within 24 hours.
· Information for interested students can be combined into one packet of information, and repeated letters or messages should be reduced. The institution should rethink the means of communication utilized by DSCC, as well as streamlining critical messages and ensuring that any message to adult students includes language about adult students.
· Information sent to students providing the name of their academic advisor should include the advisor’s contact information (phone number or email).
· The adult student coordinator should consider prepopulating the initial adult student welcome letter to be sent from the student’s advisor. Having the advisor send the message would initiate contact between the student and advisor and guarantee they have each other’s information.
· The book voucher provided for students with financial aid should be reconsidered to enable students to have access to their books at least two days before the start of classes. This could reduce the demand at the bookstore during peak times and enable low-income students to read material in advance of the first day of class.
· The bookstore purchasing process needs to be improved for low-income students. A temporary administrator should be placed in the bookstore during the first week of classes to enable the significant lines to be reduced, or another solution should be identified.
· DSCC should consider developing a working group to enhance academic advising and student supports. Other topics for consideration include how the campus explains and communicates about advisors (Frost, 1991). 
· The institution should provide helpful information to students about when to approach their advisor and the role of the advisor and what they should expect, drawing upon best practice in the field (Frost, 1991).
· Advisors should be given feedback and alerts when their students are not performing beyond the grade report they receive at the end of the term, so they can intervene before it is too late, and the institution should use this as an opportunity to gather information about the interaction between the student and advisor to understand where the campus can improve. 
· Advisor reporting requirements should be developed in a manner that helps the campus appropriately ensure student welfare.
· A DSCC team should revisit the design, strategy, and message of the early-warning letter to ensure key personnel is made aware of any issues and to ensure that interventions and next steps are clearly laid out in a manner that supports student welfare.
· The adult student coordinator is seen as a highly valuable role, and students readily seek support from the coordinator; however, it appears that the questions the adult student coordinator receives might be similar enough that developing an FAQ for all adult students might be of value. Further, since we know that the adult student coordinator does not have additional resources to support further student engagement, it is our recommendation to capitalize on social media in a more dynamic way than most campuses do. The coordinator could establish a Facebook page for adult students at DSCC and monitor the page while posting tips and information for students. Twitter and other social media platforms might be useful and cost-free methods to cultivate greater engagement between the institution and the adult student population.
· The institution should utilize process mapping to assess the current process for confirming classes, prepopulating courses, and making strategic enrollment decisions. Messaging about class cancellation should be reviewed with a lens toward institutional commitment and student welfare to ensure the campus is communicating messaging that does not undermine institutional commitment, and frustrate students. This represents a high-yield pain point area that could significantly enhance the student experience while also giving the campus more financial certainty, if done effectively.
· The business offices strategy of purging students not current with their financial aid on a nightly basis is excessive and needs to be rethought and redesigned. The campus should consider engaging in process mapping around this discreet topic to understand any ways to improve outcomes while also achieving the accountability needs of the business office.
[bookmark: _Toc482045680]Closing Thoughts
Community colleges across the United States find themselves in a position where significant numbers of adult learners have not returned. 
DSCC strives to be an open-access institution that serves the seven the counties in the Dyer area. To reach that goal, DSCC faces the challenges of economic decline, which impacts the community and, specifically, adult students. The dire economic climate has far-reaching institutional implications, and adult student retention becomes a critical measure of stability and success. Understanding student departure and how best to address its challenges continues to be a hot topic within all of higher education, and within the DSCC context, the need to understand why students are leaving and how best to improve its support of student success is no different.
To assist DSCC is understanding its adult student retention problems and opportunities to improve such measures, we devised a project that was built upon a conceptual framework that focused on the unique experiences of students on commuter campus with a close eye directed at adult students and their experiences. We examined existing data to find emerging trends of adult student retention among student demographics and show how and why data collection and analysis can be useful tools in developing institutional strategies for addressing retention issues and targeting adult students who are not likely to persist.
The DSCC team attempted to address these problems in an effort to gain a better understanding of the institution’s current climate and adult student experiences, using trend analysis, qualitative interviews, and process mapping. These differing approaches were combined with relevant research and theory to aid DSCC in understanding how their policies and practices influence the empirically backed factors that are known promote student retention. Our investigation of the theory of student persistence in commuter institutions found that academic and intellectual development and its antecedents are factors that are helpful in understanding how adult students experience and influence their decisions to persist at DSCC. 
Throughout the course of the capstone review process, the DSCC team was focused on conducting a study that could help DSCC address the needs of adult students who enroll. The study can assist the institution in improving its support of adult students and inform the practices and procedures aimed at increasing retention and graduation. After working with useful and relevant data, spending focused time with many different campus stakeholders, including students, faculty, and staff, we have gained a deep appreciation for the efforts used by the DSCC community and the need for continued progress. DSCC is an institution committed to not only its student population but its greater community. DSCC staff, faculty, and administration should use these recommendations to continue the good work already being done.


[bookmark: _Toc482045681]Appendix
Appendix A: Literature Review
Before engaging in our mixed methods study of DSCC, we found it essential to understand all the past research related to key areas we might engage with during our study. We sought to understand theories, draw upon the work of leading researchers, and identify areas of weakness in past investigation. We believe that DSCC is not the first institution to face the challenges it is experiencing and wanted to learn how we could draw upon past research to benefit the institution and ensure our study would capture any relationships that had previously been established through prior research. To fully appreciate the challenges and opportunities facing DSCC, we reviewed extant literature on community college students, adult learners, low-income students, student departure, and the academic use of business process improvement to potentially impact the perception of institutional commitment.
Community colleges are a critical entry point for nearly half of all American college students (Bailey & Morest, 2006) seeking education, skill development, opportunity, and growth (Cohen & Brawer, 2003). In communities experiencing workforce transitions, displaced workers in need of additional skills for future employment frequently seek out community colleges as an essential community source for retraining and adult education (Caro & Morris, 1991). Adult students have strong financial incentives to participate in community college education and training; individual financial returns on community college credit (regardless of whether a degree is achieved or not) are 5 percent to 8 percent per year of community college education (Kane & Rouse, 1993). Personal economic and employment returns for adults are very similar to those of recent high school graduates (Leigh & Gill, 1997).
While significant attention has been paid to the problem of student retention and completion, the bulk of the research is focused primarily on traditional-age students, rather than adult students (Lenning, Beal, & Sauer, 1980; Tinto, 1975). There are many key differences between adult learners and traditional-age students that can impact their academic outcomes. Adult students experience higher student attrition than traditional-age students do (Astin, 1975; Bean & Metzner, 1985). Adult students are much less involved in campus activities than their younger counterparts (Graham & Donaldson, 1999), often due to family involvement. While campus involvement and academic integration are important factors for students with traditional backgrounds, adult learners have been shown to have slightly higher levels of academic and intellectual growth when compared to their younger peers (Graham & Donaldson, 1999) and are more affected by the external environment than social integration variables (Bean & Metzner, 1985). Andrageny is a theory exclusively focused upon adult education (Knowles, 1968) and argues that adults learn differently than children. Since its introduction, andrageny has been debated among scholars (Hartree, 1984; Knowles, Holton, & Swanson, 2014; Pratt, 1993), leaving the field without a conclusive theory or framework by which to address adult learners. Compounding these effects for DSCC students, rural students face additional challenges in higher education (Hardy & Katsinas, 2007), including limited options for education and associated social mobility (Valdez, 1996).
Student Departure
Student retention has social, economic, and individual implications (IHEP, 2005; Tinto, 1993) and has been a challenge in the United States for decades (Braxton, 2000), holding steadily at 45 percent for well over 100 years (Tinto, 1982). Leading researchers frequently cited in community college student departure research are Bean and Metzner (1985); Spady (1970, 1971); and Tinto (1975). Spady’s model (1970, 1971) relied upon grade performance, intellectual development, normative congruence, and friendship support as influences upon the dependent variable of social integration. In Spady’s model, these five variables influence student departure through the intervening variables of institutional commitment and satisfaction (Summers, 2003). Adult students have a more difficult time with student departure regardless of the theoretical model, because older students are more likely to experience several risk factors, creating challenges for retention and completion.
Older students are disproportionately likely to juggle enrollment with work and family and, thus, are more likely to enroll part-time and to experience life events such as marriage, childbirth, or divorce that compete with schooling. In an analysis of the college completion rates of women over the age of 25, Jacobs and King (2002) found that these factors (particularly part-time enrollment)—rather than a student’s entering age—accounted for the observed lower rates of completion among older students (Goldrick-Rab, 2010).
Tinto’s theory of student departure remains the most widely cited theory, building upon Spady’s model, arguing that academic and social integration was a reflection of the cumulative effect of student background, initial commitments to college study, and interactions with peers and faculty contributed (Pascarella & Chapman, 1983; Summers, 2003; Terenzini et al., 1981; Tinto, 1975). For two-year commuter students, social integration plays a more prominent role than academic integration (Pascarella & Wolfe, 1985).
Bean and Metzner (1985) focused more heavily on nontraditional students and conveyed that the impact of academic integration was not as significant for adult students because they didn’t have the same opportunity to integrate and become involved on campus due to their competing home and environmental demands. Bean and Metzner (1985) shared four variables likely to impact student departure or dropout: (a) academic performance; (b) intent to leave (linked to psychological outcomes and academic variables); (c) background and defining variables like personal goals and past academic achievement; and (d) environmental variables. Bean and Metzger (1985) highlighted environmental variables as being a more significant risk factor in adult student dropout decisions due to the complexity of their lives; in fact, this variable is considered more important than academic integration is to younger students (Summers, 2003).
Each of these theoretical frameworks argues that decisions about student departure are a result of interaction with the institution, mediated by unique factors creating additional challenges via competing for pressure on the student forcing a departure decision. These competing factors, particularly environmental challenges and homelife obligations, create additional obstacles for adult student learners to navigate in the face of a highly complex academic environment (Summers, 2003).
Demand for Increased Adult Credentials
As the U.S. economy shifts from industrial to a knowledge economy, the demand for skilled and educated workers will increase at a pace exceeding current educational productivity. Since 2011, 80,000 jobs have been added to the U.S. economy for those with only a high school education, in comparison with 11 million jobs for those with postsecondary credentials (Carnevale, Jayasundera, & Gulish, 2016). While education attainment in the United States has steadily risen over the past century (Ryan & Bauman, 2016), only 24 percent of adults over the age of 25 have a bachelor’s degree (U.S. ref list, 2000). Less than half, 42 percent, of the adult population has an associate’s degree or higher credential (U.S. Census, 2000), and 40 percent only have a high school diploma. This sizeable population with limited formal education beyond high school is problematic, considering the growing workforce needs for highly skilled labor (Carnevale & Desrochers, 2003; Prine & Jenkins, 2005).
Community colleges are critically important to address the educational attainment needs of adult students over the age of 25 (Goldrick-Rab, 2010), a population representing more than one-third of community college enrollment, contrasted with the 15 percent of enrollment at four-year colleges (Calcagno et al., 2006). While adult learners represent a significant part of the community college population, they continue to struggle due to factors negatively impacting their persistence and completion (Choy, 2002). DSCC is not alone as it struggles with serving, retaining, and helping adult learners complete, as institutions across the country continue to wrestle with this challenge and search for solutions (Culp & Dungy, 2014; Goldrick-Rab, 2010). Though past discussion of adult student trends and expected growth in demand has not materialized fully, the need to focus on this student population is more urgent than ever due to workforce needs and current low attainment rates for adults (Shugart, 2008). Higher education’s current organizational design continues to favor traditional-age students, 18–21, who live at home and are financially dependent on family (Kazis et al., 2007). Over 60 percent of the US population over the age of 25 has no postsecondary education credential (Kazis et al., 2007), and demographic shifts indicate there is a growing gap between the credentialed workforce and workforce demand. Various numbers have been identified as equaling the shortage of college degrees needed to keep up with workforce demand, ranging from 9 million (Kazis et al., 2007), to 11 million , to 16 million (Carnevale et al., 2010; Reindl, 2007), to 20 million (Carnevale & Rose, 2011). Regardless of the final number, degree productivity for adult learners is not keeping up with workforce demand (Carnevale et al., 2010). Further, beyond the economic consequences, there are significant gains to be made in the personal lives of adult students through continued exposure to higher education. Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) cited a number of benefits of attending college, including: significant cognitive gains, especially in verbal ability; gains in knowledge and critical thinking; greater ability to deal with complexity; increases in tolerance, aesthetic sensibility, and moral development; increases in the amount of time devoted to children and greater encouragement of their college attendance; better health; and an improved sense of psychological well-being.
Adult students are frequently community college students:
The significance and relevance of the terms “traditional” and “nontraditional” have faded over the past two decades (Choy & Premo, 1995). While past demographic profiles of “traditional” college students would feature recent high school graduates immediately attending college at the age of 18, living on campus, relying upon parental support, and studying full time, this group is no longer the majority in higher education (Choy, 2002). A larger proportion of the adult student population is enrolled in community colleges than in traditional four-year institutions (Horn, Peter, & Rooney, 2002), and two-thirds of students meeting at least four markers for “nontraditional” distinction attend less than a four-year institution (Choy, 2002).
Prior research coalesces around the age of 24 as being the boundary between older students and traditional-age students (Adelman, 2005; Choy & Premo, 1995; Horn & Berktold, 1998). Adults over the age of 25 represent more than one-third of all community college students (Calcagno et al., 2006) and are more likely to attend part-time (Bailey et al., 2003) while working, married, and caring for children (Horn & Carroll, 1996). These challenges, combined with academic expectations, negatively impact consistent enrollment, persistence, and completion (Calcagno et al., 2006; Choy, 2002).
The average age of college students has been increasing in recent decades (Adelman, 2005). Seventy-seven percent of students over the age of 50 attend a two-year college (Barr, 2016). Community colleges educate nearly 4 in 10 students participating in higher education, and community college students are more likely to be older, from low-income backgrounds (Horn, Nevill, & Griffith, 2006). Older nontraditional students face completion and persistence challenges. They are less likely to complete a degree in under five years and are more than twice as likely to depart from the institution within the first year, when compared to traditional students (Horn & Carroll, 1996). Challenges within the community college sector are not unique to older students; even for students with explicit goals, the dropout rates in community colleges are quite high (Bailey et al., 2006). In the face of the challenges and complexities of being an adult student, open enrollment policies have positioned community colleges as a welcoming environment for low-income, first-generation college students (Cohen & Brawer, 2003; Goldrick-Rab, 2010). Given the complexity of their mission, and the challenges facing many of their students, community colleges are understandably resistant to being judged merely by graduation rates (Bailey et al., 2006; Goldrick-Rab, 2010).
Many older students are pursuing different outcomes than younger students. Prior research has concluded that younger students can participate in more “committed” academic programs, while adult students have greater variety in the reasons why they enroll in a community college (Horn, Nevill, & Griffith, 2006). Motivation and programmatic commitment level can impact the retention and completion levels of a student, but there is much debate about whether these are appropriate measures for student outcomes if the student is not pursuing a specific credential (Goldrick-Rab, 2010).  
Many of the programmatic decisions made at the institutional level are designed around the needs and interests of a full-time student (Tinto, 1987). The quality of interaction between the institution and the student is often referred to as institutional commitment (Tinto, 1987), which includes more of a focus on the needs of part-time students within community colleges. Students enrolling part-time students face additional hurdles and obstacles in the realm of persistence and completion (Goldrick-Rab, 2010; Tinto, 1987).
Higher education institutions intending to address retention challenges facing unique student populations (like rural, low-income adult students in a community college setting) should focus their efforts toward affirming and strengthening institutional commitment (Tinto, 1987). Despite policy pressure and plenty of motivation to improve, community college institutional research consistently finds that the characteristics most likely to be present on a community college campus are also likely to predict low completion rates (Bailey et al., 2006). Community college students are more diverse and represent a lower socioeconomic quartile on average than four-year institution students.
Goldrick-Rab (2010) said:
Relative to other undergraduates, students attending the nation’s two-year public colleges come from a wider range of family backgrounds. For example, 40 percent of undergraduates enrolled at community colleges in 2008 were non-White; 38 percent came from families where neither parent was educated beyond high school; and 56 percent were women (in comparison, the corresponding figures for students at public four-year institutions were 33 percent, 25 percent, and 53 percent). 
Low-Income Students
The unique challenges facing low-income students and how those challenges impact their ability to graduate from college have been widely examined in the literature. Low-income students are more likely to need remedial support (Complete College America, 2012); may have attended a less well-resourced K–12 school (Heuer & Stullich, 2011); may experience familial pressures and personal circumstances impacting their ability to apply and enroll in college or leading them to drop out after enrollment (Bean & Metzner, 1985); or may face additional financial barriers impacting their potential completion (Bailey & Dynarski, 2011). Since Dyer County is the poorest county in the state of Tennessee, any inquiry into student retention and completion should factor cost and socioeconomic status into the discussion.
Deploying Business Process Improvement to Impact Institutional Commitment
We know that learning is impacted by student interaction with the institution (Tinto, 1993) and that there are tools to understand and help improve this experience. Though a robust body of literature covering education practices strongly correlated with effective learning experiences (Astin, 1985, 1993; Chickering & Gamson, 1987; Pace, 1979, 1995; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005), the body of literature detailing change process improvement readily utilized by academic administrators is less robust. Even in books and research that discuss quality management in higher education, the focus is rarely applied toward retention and support of underserved learners; rather, the focus is often on the overall management of the institution and application of business strategies to the business of running an institution (Nair, Webster, & Mertova, 2010). This application of business management theory to the business of running an institution brings strong reservations from within the academy (Birnbaum, 2000; Keller, 1983), and the language and tools utilized in business improvement strategies are described as an imperfect fit for higher education (Houston, 2008). Some of the key challenges to the successful use of business management improvement practices in higher education include organizational culture, faculty support, senior leadership commitment, implementation time, and training (Horine & Hailey, 1995).
Research shows that student completion is significantly impacted by institutional practices and interventions (Johnson, 2006), yet the diffusion of those proven practices throughout higher education has been slow. Colleges and universities struggle to rapidly adopt proven practices, interventions, and innovations promptly. Siegfried, Getz, and Anderson (1995) found that campuses took nearly 25 years to adopt innovations once they were made aware of the innovation. Many of the interventions shown to improve student success are preventative; the type that theorists contend is slow to diffuse because of the delayed rewards of adoption (Rogers, 2002). Though some argue the diffusion challenge is more complex (Lyytinen & Damsgaard, 2001), immediate and low-cost solutions are needed before retention problems grow too large.
While manufacturing and industry have proven methods for improvement and scale (like Lean Six Sigma and Total Quality Management), higher education has an assortment of frameworks within peer-reviewed journals but no widespread method for process improvement, customer satisfaction improvement, or scale utilized by higher education administrators (Antony, Krishan, Cullen, & Kumar, 2012). One potential option for practitioners is Carnegie’s Improvement Science (Bryk, 2009), though it has primarily been utilized in K–12 and not higher education. Even when preparing future leaders, the higher education sector does not focus upon process improvement strategies and Lean Six Sigma, nor improvement science, despite the evident need for additional management training (Walker et al., 2006). While broader strategies like Lean Six Sigma and Total Quality Management and business improvement strategies might be an imperfect fit for the academy, there are substrategies and tools within these models that can be useful for student retention and process improvement, including process mapping. Some universities have found that process mapping student onboarding processes can be an effective means to identify pain points and make changes to improve student outcomes (Burns, 2016; Kurzweil & Wu, 2014; Supiano, 2016).
Higher education has historically been resistant to the use of business management strategies like Lean Six Sigma and Total Quality Management (Antony et al., 2012). While Lean Six Sigma, and other business improvement strategies are widely utilized and accepted in other sectors, these are somewhat rare in higher education literature (Antony et al., 2012). When investigating the use of such business management practices within the context of higher education, we found only 16 articles connecting higher education leadership and business process improvement strategies like Lean Six Sigma (and when business management and process improvement theories are published, they are frequently placed in publications and journals relating to business, engineering, product design, or management, not education, organizational theory, or higher education).
Despite the academic community’s skepticism of process improvement and business management strategies, major companies have used these strategies to improve process, customer service, and outcomes for decades (Aboelmageed, 2009/10; Antony et al., 2016; George Michael, 2002; Schroeder et al., 2008). Lean Six Sigma and Six Sigma are both methods that focus on customer experience and customer outcomes and help complex organizations provide better outcomes to this key user: “Lean focuses on waste removal, Six Sigma on variation removal, both focus on the customer” (Antony, 2014). Understandably, the higher education sector has been historically resistant to referring to students as customers (Conway, Mackay, & Yorke, 1994), which might explain some of the skepticism about using business processes focused upon customer improvement. Still, customer experience and the needs of the user are critical to the measurement of institutional commitment (Bean, 2009). The crevasse between higher education scholarship and business process improvement literature is an unfortunate impediment to improving institutional commitment and the student experience. Despite this, some are finding ways to apply and test business process improvement strategies like process mapping within the higher education context as a means to improve outcomes for vulnerable student populations.
Academic and Intellectual Development
The theory of Braxton et al. (2013) on commuter student departure is based on the finding that academic integration is a stronger indicator of student persistence on commuter campuses. Commuter students’ primary engagement with the college experience occurs in the classroom (Braxton, Hirschy, & McClendon, 2004; Tinto, 1987). Tinto (1993) developed a model with a framework of academic integration and social integration serving as its the staples. Tinto’s model assumed that student persistence depends largely upon successful integration into an institution’s academic and social systems (Tinto, 1975). Pascarella and Chapman (1983) found that for two-year college students, academic integration influenced persistence through its direct effects on institutional commitment, but social integration did not influence persistence. Fox (1986) also found academic integration to be a strong influence on persistence for students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds when those students were at a commuter institution and found social integration to be insignificant for that group. The success with which a student can engage and matriculate these academic systems influences the student’s commitments to the institution and the goal of graduation (Sorey & Duggan, 2008).
Process Mapping
One of the early process improvement strategies in Lean Six Sigma is process mapping, and as an accessible and easy-to-deploy strategy focused on customer and process awareness, this might be an acceptable entry point for higher education practitioners committed to improving outcomes for vulnerable student populations. Process mapping is a business and analytical tool used to help businesses improve efficiency and business outcomes using workflow diagrams developed in the Six Sigma methodology (Hunt, 1996). Business and industrial solutions have historically translated poorly into higher education, often exhibiting fad-like qualities (Allen & Chafee, 1981), because they are frequently “applied without full consideration of their limitation, presented either as complex or deceptively simple, rely on jargon, and emphasize rational decision making” (Birnbaum, 2000). Any effective process improvement or change management practice in higher education will need to be flexible and nonprescriptive and cultivate a sense of ownership by the various constituencies in the academy, whether it is because of sense-making (Bastido, 2012), loosely coupled systems (Cameron, 1978), or shared governance as a principle (Clark, 1983). Bolman and Deal (2013) emphasized the importance of meaningful community engagement as a critical component to any change strategy.
Though colleges and universities exist in an isomorphic field (VanVught, 1996), our focus upon sector differences (Clark, 1983) and institutional differentiation limits higher education’s ability to learn from each other, and our reservations about sharing our failure (Ray & Wilcox, 2015) can result in the duplication of failure by others (Valente, 1996). While not within the community college classification, there are some public examples of how large public research universities have effectively utilized process mapping without becoming susceptible to some of the concerns voiced by critics. While healthy skepticism of business strategies being utilized in higher education is reasonable, in the case of supporting at-risk students, when lacking alternative academic management improvement strategies, it may be unethical to dismiss business process improvement strategies with a proven history of improving customer  experiences in highly complex bureaucratic organizations (like Samsung and Toyota; Schonberger, 2008).
An organization founded in 2014 called the University Innovation Alliance (UIA) works to share and scale innovation between large public research institutions as a means to improve student outcomes (Burns, Crow, & Becker, 2015; Crow & Dabars, 2016). Despite focusing on large public research institutions, the UIA’s practices can be helpful to community colleges like Dyersburg State Community College. One of the (published) techniques employed by the UIA is the strategy of utilizing process mapping to identify institutional pain points for students (Burns, 2016), inspired by the successful use of process mapping at Georgia State University (Kurzweil & Wu, 2014) and later used at Michigan State University (Supiano, 2016). Michigan State University formed a cross-campus team of administrators connected to student success and engaged in a daylong process mapping activity to understand how the institution communicated with students between admission and the first day of classes. By mapping out every student interaction, communication, or process, Michigan State was able to identify that the institution was sending 450 emails during a three-month period of time; there were 50 potential types of holds on a student account; and there was not anyone in charge of academic advising or need based financial aid (Burns, 2016; Supiano, 2016). Each of these revelations was previously unknown to the institution, and since process mapping the student experience, the campus has made several significant changes to how data is shared, how communication is shepherded, and who is responsible for key student-related functions.
Rather than rigidly applying business strategy and process improvement methods from outside of higher education, adaptation and flexibility are critically important to the effective use of such foreign concepts within academia. With limited higher education specific change models tested and readily available (Toma, 2010), effective change leadership should draw upon what has worked well in other colleges and universities (Eckel & Kezar, 2003) with a high degree of flexibility to accommodate professional authority (Etzioni, 2000) and building trust (Kezar, 2004). Because of the unique culture and structure of higher education institutions, relationships, trust, and leadership may be more important than structures and formal processes (Kezar, 2004) to achieve significant change.
Higher education has frequently been accused of being designed around teaching rather than learning (Barr & Tagg, 1995), a fact underscored by the recent focus on shifting campuses to become “learner-centered” universities (Duffy & Kirkley, 2003; Huba & Freed, 2000; Weimer, 2002). Learner-centered systems, processes, and experiences are more likely to convey strong academic commitment (Tinto, 1990). Many institutional processes were designed around the needs of the institution to meet reporting requirements, expedite a process from the administrative perspective, or ensure continuity of service within the organization. Despite the need for greater focus on the experience of the user or learner, there are limited academic-administrator-focused tools that improve the student experience but do not require significant time, resources, or institutional leadership buy-in. Scholars have argued that institutions of higher learning should take academic literature about the work they do seriously (Tinto, 1998), yet despite this urging, they continue to struggle at a relatively glacial pace when it comes to adopting new strategies, tactics, or innovations (Siegfried et al., 1995). While there is limited academic literature focused upon process mapping within higher education institutions, it can be an effective tool to support institutions interested in improving their institution about an audience, process, or period.
Much attention has been paid to the understanding the causes of student departure (Braxton, 2000). In the case where a significant portion of a student population from one background fails to reenroll, it is possible that extenuating circumstances could be at play. Though higher education institutions have reservations about using business process improvement practices to address their challenges, in the case of student experience and institutional commitment, the relationship between the campus and student is similar enough (to customer and business) that process mapping might be useful tool to help DSCC diagnose ways the institution might improve adult students’ perceptions of institutional commitment.


Appendix B: Quantitative Outputs



	Operational Definitions and Descriptive Statistics of Variables Used in Analysis

	Variable 
	Operational Definition
	N
	Mean
	Std. Deviation

	Gender
	Student gender (female=1, male=0)
	41
	0.7317
	0.44857

	Race
	Student race/ethnicity (White=1, other racial ethnic groups=0)
	42
	0.7857
	0.41530

	Attendance Status
	Self-reported enrollment status (full-time=1, part-time=0)
	41
	0.6341
	0.48765

	Parental Education
	Composite variable is the sum of each parent’s educational attainment if there were two parents (elementary school or less for both parents=2 through graduate work for parents=16)
	41
	4.49
	2.026

	High School Grades
	Self-reported average grades during high school (D or lower=1 through A or A+=10)
	41
	3.90
	2.154

	Cost of Attendance
	Student satisfaction with financial support provided by the institution
	34
	2.9118
	0.90009

	Needs for Social Affiliation
	Composite of 10 survey items that measure the likes and dislikes of students that pertain to various social interactions Cronbach alpha: .808
	28
	2.7755
	0.56802

	Motivation to Graduate
	Student agreement with statement “I am determined to graduate”
	28
	3.7143
	0.46004

	Support of Significant Others
	Composite of two survey items measuring student agreement with family support Cronbach alpha: .810 
	28
	3.6786
	0.43492

	Institutional Integrity
	Composite of five items measuring the student perceptions that the institutions exhibits integrity Cronbach alpha: .783 
	36
	3.1833
	0.50455

	Institutional Commitment to Student Welfare
	Composite of nine survey items measuring student perceptions that the institutions is committed to the welfare of students Cronbach alpha: .821
	33
	2.9091
	0.35116

	Academic development
	Composite of three survey items measuring student perceptions of their academic and intellectual development Cronbach alpha: .769
	38
	3.2368
	0.54198





	Subsequent institutional commitment
	Composite of two survey items measuring student intent to remain enrolled at DSCC Cronbach alpha: .810

 
	28
	3.6250
	0.53791






	Operational Definitions and Descriptive Statistics of Variables Related to Analytical Cascading 

	Variables
	Operational Definition
	N
	Mean
	Std. Deviation

	Gender
	Student gender (female=1, male=0)
	41
	0.7317
	0.44857

	Race
	Student race/ethnicity (White=1, other racial ethnic groups=0)
	42
	0.7857
	0.41530

	Enrollment Status
	Self-reported enrollment status (full-time=1, part-time=0)
	41
	0.6341
	0.48765

	Parental Education
	Composite variable is the sum of each parent’s educational attainment if there were two parents (elementary school or less for both parents=2 to graduate work for parents=16)
	41
	4.49
	2.026

	High School Grades
	Self-reported average grades during high school (D or lower=1 through A or A+=10)
	41
	3.90
	2.154

	Cost of Attendance
	Student satisfaction with financial support provided by the institution
	34
	2.9118
	0.90009

	Likes
	Composite of 10 survey items that measure the likes and dislikes of students that pertain to various social interactions
	28
	2.7755
	0.56802

	Motivation to Graduate
	Student agreement with statement “I am determined to graduate” (strongly disagree=1, strongly agree=4)
	28
	3.7143
	0.46004

	Support (Family)
	Composite of two survey items measuring student agreement with family support (strongly disagree=1, strongly agree =4)
	28
	3.6786
	0.43492

	Institutional Integrity
	Composite of five items measuring the student perceptions that the institutions exhibits integrity (strongly disagree=1, strongly agree=4)
	36
	3.1833
	0.50455

	Institutional Commitment to Student Welfare
	Composite of nine survey items measuring student perceptions that the institutions is committed to the welfare of students (strongly disagree=1, strongly agree=4)
	33
	2.9091
	0.35116

	Academic Development
	Composite of three survey items measuring student perceptions of their academic and intellectual development (strongly disagree=1, strongly agree=4)
	38
	3.2368
	0.54198

	Subsequent Institutional Commitment
	Composite of two survey items measuring student intent to remain enrolled at DSCC (strongly disagree=1 to strongly agree=4)
	28
	3.6250
	0.53791

	Academic Advising
	Student response to “Academic Advising is a strong component of the academic environment” (strongly disagree=1 to strongly disagree=4)
	31
	3.00
	0.683

	Ample Parking
	Student response to “There is ample parking on campus” (strongly disagree=1 to strongly agree=4)
	30
	2.90
	0.803

	Campus Activities Are Clearly Communicated
	Student response to “Campus activities are clearly communicated” (strongly disagree=1, strongly agree=4)
	28
	3.18
	0.548

	Policies Are Clearly Communicated
	Student response to “The policies of DSCC are clearly communicated” (strongly disagree=1, strongly agree=4)
	28
	3.43
	0.573

	College Makes Commuting Convenient
	Student response to “DSCC attempts to make commuting to and from campus convenient as possible” (strongly disagree=1, strongly agree=4)
	29
	3.03
	0.823

	Registration is straightforward
	Student response to “Registration for classes is a straightforward process” (strongly disagree=1, strongly agree=4)
	28
	3.32
	0.612

	Drop-In Childcare
	Student response to “Drop-in child services for enrolled students (yes=1; no/not sure=0)
	26
	2.54
	0.508

	Eating Facilities Are Open During Convenient Times
	Student response to “Eating facilities are open during convenient times” (strongly disagree=1 to strongly agree=4)
	27
	2.96
	0.898

	Faculty Interest Students
	Composite of two survey items measuring student perceptions of faculty interest 
	37
	3.1486
	0.48398

	Faculty Interest in Teaching Skills
	Composite of four survey items measuring student perceptions of the frequency of interaction related to instructional clarity
	29
	3.1810
	0.70678

	Faculty Interest Organization
	Composite of five survey items measuring student perception of faculty organization
	30
	3.1467
	0.65165

	Faculty Active Learning
	Composite of five survey items registering student perceptions of the frequency of active learning being utilized by faculty in the classroom
	30
	2.8133
	0.69468

	Family Is Welcome on Campus
	Student response to “I feel as though my family is welcome on campus” (strongly disagree=1, strongly agree=4)
	27
	3.22
	0.641

	Computers Are available on Campus
	Student response to “General use computers with internet access are available throughout campus” (strongly disagree=1, strongly agree=4)
	27
	3.30
	0.669

	Orientation Adequately Prepared Me for Success at DSCC
	Student response to “First-year orientation adequately prepared me for success in the academic environment” (strongly disagree=1, strongly agree=4)
	33
	2.82
	0.727

	Hours Worked per Week off Campus
	Student response to the number of hours employed off campus (none=1 through more than 35=9)
	41
	6.00
	3.263

	Hours Worked per Week on Campus
	Student response to the number of hours employed on campus (none=1 to 35=9)
	41
	1.17
	0.771

	College Frequently Communicates Important Info to Spouse
	Student response to “The college frequently communicates with my spouse” (strongly disagree=1, strongly agree=4)
	41
	2.44
	0.878

	Library Open During the Weekends
	Student response to “The college library is open during the weekend” (strongly disagree=1, strongly agree=4)
	41
	2.12
	0.952

	Classes Are Offered at Times that Are Convenient
	Student responses to “Classes at this institution are offered at times which are convenient to me” (strongly disagree=1, strongly agree=4)
	31
	2.81
	0.749

	Student Services Offices Are Open at Convenient Times
	Student responses to “College offices that serve students are open at times convenient for students who work while attending this university” (strongly disagree=1, strongly agree=4)
	30
	2.80
	0.925

	Convenient Parking
	Student response to “Parking on campus is convenient to my classes” (strongly disagree=1, strongly agree=4)
	31
	2.90
	0.831

	On-Campus Employment Opportunities
	Student response to “This college has on-campus employment opportunities for enrolled students” (strongly disagree=1, strongly agree=4)
	27
	1.41
	0.797

	Peer Mentoring Program
	Student response to “This college has a peer mentoring program” (yes=1, no=2)
	28
	0.33
	0.477

	Physical Places to Study, Make Copies and Take Papers
	Student response to “This college has physical facilities for students to study, type papers, and make copies” (yes=1, no=2)
	27
	0.60
	0.424

	Campus Space Open on Weekends
	Student response to “This college has campus space open on weekends” (yes=1, no=2)
	27
	0.17
	0.377

	Instructors Require Group Work
	Student response to “Instructors requires group work” (never=1, very often=4)
	29
	2.86
	0.789

	Instructors Encourage Students to Visit Their Offices
	One survey item that measures students’ perceptions of the frequency in which instructors encourage them to stop by their office (never=1, very often=4)
	28
	2.61
	1.133

	Instructors Return Papers within a Week
	One survey item that measures students’ perception of the frequency in which instructors return papers within a week (never=1, very often=4)
	29
	2.90
	0.900

	College Encourages Significant Others to Attend Orientation
	Student response to “The college encourages significant others to attend orientation” (strongly disagree=1, strongly agree=4)
	35
	2.89
	0.932

	My Significant Other Feels Welcome at Events
	Student response to “My significant other feels welcome at events at this college” (strongly disagree=1, strongly agree=4)
	31
	2.81
	0.833

	Website Has Information for Spouses
	Student response to “This college has a website that contains information for the significant others” (yes=1, no=2)
	27
	1.85
	0.989








	Results from the Regression Analysis of Academic Development
	
	
	

	           Standardized regression Coefficients

	Variables
	DV: Academic and Intellectual Development
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Gender
	.077 (.196)
	
	
	
	

	Race
	-.228 (.215)
	
	
	
	

	Parental Education
	.042 (.047)
	
	
	
	

	High School Grades
	.008 (.049)
	
	
	
	

	Enrollment Status
	.285 (.218)
	
	
	
	

	Academic Advising
	.056 (.189)
	
	
	
	

	First-Year Orientation
	.169 (.139)
	
	
	
	

	Faculty Interest in Students
	.372 (.262)
	
	
	
	

	Good Faculty Teaching
	.536 (.202)
	
	
	
	

	Teaching Skill and Organization
	.073 (.182)
	
	
	
	

	Teaching Skill and Clarity
	
	
	
	
	

	Faculty Use of Active Learning
	.135 (.145)
	
	
	
	

	Encouragement of Faculty Student Contact
	
	
	
	
	

	Prompt Feedback
	.158 (.133)
	
	
	
	

	Faculty Encouragement of Cooperation Among Students
	.301 (.102)
	
	
	
	

	Faculty Communication of High Expectations
	.520 (.173)
	
	
	
	

	Commitment to Institutional Welfare
	.598 (.193)
	
	
	
	

	Participation in Learning Communities
	.404 (.254)
	
	
	
	

	Constant
	.966 (.485)
	
	
	
	

	Adjusted R-Squared
	0.003(.425)
	
	
	
	






	Results from the Regression Analysis of Commitment of the Institution on Student Welfare
	
	
	

	           Standardized Regression Coefficients

	Variables
	DV: Commitment to Student Welfare
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Gender
	.051 (.131)
	
	
	
	

	Race
	-.203 (.140)
	
	
	
	

	Parental Education
	-.018 (.033)
	
	
	
	

	High School Grades
	.005 (.029)
	
	
	
	

	Enrollment Status
	-.018 (.139)
	
	
	
	

	Academic Advising
	.008 (.049)
	
	
	
	

	First-Year orientation
	.285 (.218)
	
	
	
	

	Faculty Interest in Students
	.256 (.149)
	
	
	
	

	Good Faculty Teaching
	.169 (.139)
	
	
	
	

	Teaching Skill and Organization
	.306 (.154)
	
	
	
	

	Teaching Skill and Clarity
	.036 (.145)
	
	
	
	

	Faculty Use of Active Learning
	.073 (.182)
	
	
	
	

	Encouragement of Faculty-Student Contact
	
	
	
	
	

	Prompt Feedback
	.249 (.070)
	
	
	
	

	Faculty Encouragement of Cooperation Among Students
	-.109 (.089)
	
	
	
	

	Faculty Communication of High Expectations
	.041 (.171)
	
	
	
	

	Academic and Intellectual Development
	.301 (.102)
	
	
	
	

	Participation in Learning Communities
	.381 (.161)
	
	
	
	

	Constant
	.598 (.193)
	
	
	
	

	Adjusted R-Squared
	.404 (.254)
	
	
	
	

	
	.966 (.485)
	
	
	
	

	
	0.003
	
	
	
	






Appendix C:Admissions Application and Student Interest Form Review


	Form: DSCC Application Process (Web Application)

	 Website Process/Page/Step
	 Feedback and Observations

	Students must first create a log-in ID that is only 9 characters and a PIN that is 10–15 alphanumeric characters
	This might make for better security, but this is excessive and inconsistent with other websites that students have experience logging in to; Facebook and other media doesn’t require such a lengthy password, and referring to it as a PIN does not add value.

	PIN:
Your pin must be 6 numbers. Your pin can be up to 15 alphanumeric characters.
	Please create a log-in ID and PIN. Your log-in ID can be up to nine alphanumeric characters. Your PIN must be six numbers. Enter your PIN again to verify it and then select log-in. Your log-in ID and PIN will be saved.


Your PIN can be up to 15 alphanumeric characters. Minimum 10 alphanumeric characters are required. At least one numeric character must be in the PIN. At least one alphabetic character must be in the PIN. Enter your PIN again to verify it and then select log-in. Your log-in ID and PIN will be saved.
 
	This is extremely lengthy and somewhat unclear.
 
 

	Admissions Agreement
 
	
	You must agree to the terms below in order to apply for admission; if you cannot agree to the terms below, please do not continue. If you have questions, contact information can be found in the HELP link above.
I understand that withholding information requested on this application, including attendance at any other institution, or giving false information may make me ineligible for admission to the college or subject to dismissal. I have read this application and certify that the statements I have made on this application are correct and complete, including a report of all college work attempted or completed.
In addition to the foregoing, the Tennessee Eligibility Verification for Entitlements Act requires an applicant for in-state tuition or state financial aid to attest under penalty of perjury that he or she is either a United States citizen or alien lawfully present in the United States. By submitting this application, I am attesting that I am either a United States citizen or alien lawfully present in the United States or I am not requesting any state benefits including in-state tuition.
I understand that this attestation is required by Tennessee law if I have applied for a state public benefit. I understand that Tennessee law requires me to provide documentation verifying the status indicated above prior to receipt of this state public benefit. I understand that knowingly and willfully making a false, fictitious, or fraudulent statement or representation shall subject me to liability under the Tennessee False Claims Act, Tennessee Code Annotated 4-18-101 et seq. I understand that if I am found to have made a false or misleading statement my state public benefit may be rescinded or I may be disciplined by the college.



	This section features extremely small type that conveys a formal and potentially cold tone. 
This legal language might be required, but perhaps there might be a soft way of framing the page. Legal and formal language in an application process when someone might be considering the institution could potentially intimidate students. Perhaps the framing could be: 

Welcome. We are delighted to have your application to DSCC. The following is required language by X agency and protects you as a student by ensuring that your classmates have been properly vetted. 
 
 


	Address
	The gap between the header and the box to enter information is a vast white space, making it a bit challenging to know what box you are writing in. This unnecessary spacing can and should be easily tightened up by the programmer.
 
The form begins by asking for the student’s county and lists every single county in the United States as an option. This seems excessive.
Instead, isn’t DSCC merely in need of the Tennessee county you are from, and then the state of residence? This can be frustrating and awkward for the user.

	Race/Ethnicity
	Again, unnecessary spacing on the website that should be refined.

	Planned Course of Study
 
Select your First Choice of Study. If you need more information go to Program of Studies. When completing sections, selecting Checklist saves your changes and displays the Application Checklist. Continue moves to the next section. Finish Later saves your changes and displays the Application Menu. Use the Return to Checklist without saving changes link to navigate to different sections.
 
	Course of study is a fairly narrow selection; some of what is being implemented nationally with “meta majors” might be a helpful first question for DSCC students, rather than asking them to select a specific program so early in the process.
 
 

	High School
	

	

	Graduation or Anticipated Graduation Date
	
	


Day Year (YYYY)
	After entering high school information, it is not possible to enter the year that you graduated, just the month and the day. For older students, this is problematic. 
 

	After submitting application, the following language is shared: 

Thank you for submitting your DSCC Application. You will begin receiving information soon. 

In the meantime, if you have questions, please visit our Web site at www.dscc.edu or Email Us. 

DSCC Office of Admissions 
	This should be updated to convey warmth, congratulate the student on applying, clarify next steps in a helpful manner, and most importantly, link to the FAFSA website to encourage students to fill out their FAFSA immediately.


 
 
	Form: DSCC “Signaling Interest” 

	Website Process/Page/Step
	Feedback and Observations

	Name/Address
	Appropriate

	Social Security Number
	Questions: How does this add unique value for DSCC? Does knowing the social security number at this stage of the process provide critical information that is immediately acted upon? Asking for a social security number when someone is merely signaling potential interest in applying to the institution feels far too formal and could cause suspicion and deter students from filling this out. This seems too early to request such private information. For some, this would have them stop filling out the form and question why DSCC would need this information. 

	Asks for High School and College
	There are too many request boxes in this area. The goal of this form should be to gather critical information for the institution to serve the student and engender greater interest. It is unclear why DSCC needs to explicitly know this information at this point. 

	Select interest areas:
Campus service org.
Cheerleading
Drama
Dual admission
Dual enrollment
Foreign study
Honors
Instrumental music
International studies
Jazz choir 
Basketball 
Baseball 
Phi Theta Kappa
Racial or ethnic organization
Student ambassador
Student government
Vocal music
Women’s baseball
	There is no place for adult student support or to indicate that someone is an adult student. These options appear to be targeting high school students based on the thematic areas. There is no area for signaling interest in night classes or whether a student might want to participate in a learning community, something that might be helpful for later course registration. This seems like a missed opportunity.

	Acknowledgment Page
 
Thank you for your interest in Dyersburg State. If you have questions, please visit our website at www.dscc.edu or Email Us. 
 
 
	This process does not appear to add significant value. It does not communicate what DSCC wants an interested student to do next. This is another opportunity for the institution to expressly welcome students, encourage them to attend an orientation, open house, or other event, or importantly, signal students to file their FAFSFA and reach out to the adult student coordinator, or an academic advisor with questions.



























Appendix D: Process Map Email to DSCC

Subject: Process mapping at DSCC: March 22/23 or 24

Hi Rebecca!
I hope you are doing well—thank you so much for all your help with our project at DSCC. We are thrilled to report that we have more than 50 responses to our quantitative survey, and 10 responses to our qualitative interviews that we will be supplementing with 5 more in the coming week.
Now that we have the results from the qualitative/quantitative part of the study, our final step is to facilitate a process mapping session at DSCC as our final portion of the capstone. I have now been trained in process mapping by the Orion group, and am eager to help DSCC map the adult students experience at DSCC.
Process mapping is a technique where we walk through every step of the pathway for a specific function—using Post-It notes, we will create a useful picture of exactly what the current processes are and where things might be improved (if at all).
This article was published in Inside Higher Ed <https://www.insidehighered.com/views/2016/09/27/redesigning-college-processes-student-mind-essay> about process mapping, sharing an example how one of my campuses (Michigan State University) used process mapping to completely redesign their student experience and how it is driving change for them. The Gates Foundation also published the article on their Impatient Optimists blog: http://www.impatientoptimists.org/Posts/2016/09/.
To engage in a process mapping session, we would need to bring together key folks across campus who are vital to support the admission and enrollment of adult students at DSCC. We would also need a room with whiteboards in it for up to 4 hours. I would bring all the other necessary equipment to support the process, and we can get snacks and beverages as well if you’d like.
A process mapping session is a very interactive, dynamic, and fun experience for campuses. At MSU they found that having all the key people in the room together was helpful in creating new partnerships, solving longstanding issues, addressing any bottlenecks, and clarifying questions that had long been unanswered. Consulting support for a process mapping session typically requires someone paying for training or seeking out a paid facilitator, but this would be our privilege to provide it for DSCC as our final step in our capstone process and would leave DSCC with a clear sense of what is happening in your current processes that might be improved to support adult learners better in anticipation of the expansion of the Tennessee Promise. I am happy to share contact information from someone on another campus who has engaged in a similar activity to share about the experience and what they found most helpful.
Can you please let me know if this is something you might be able to help us organize at DSCC?
The dates when we could come to campus to facilitate the session are March 22, 23, or 24th. We would then provide a detailed write-up with all the information found within a week of engaging in the session.
Thank you for your help, 
Bridget and Ande
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