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Introduction

Student success has for years now been a key for administrators and 
professors, and that remains the case. Colleges are striving to improve 
programs to place students in the courses that will help them advance 
their goals. The goal is course completion and graduation.

For many students and their families, however, completion is necessary 
but not sufficient for success. They want to find jobs – and careers – 
that will lead to economic success. And they want colleges to prepare 
them for such life success.

The articles in this compilation look at some of the issues involved in 
student success for life – for completing college and preparing for career 
success.

Inside Higher Ed will continue to track these issues. We welcome your 
ideas on this compilation and your ideas for future coverage.

--The Editors
editor@insidehighered.com

http://editor@insidehighered.com
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When students and their families make a financial investment in higher education, they want to ensure that they 
start to receive a return on their investment immediately after graduation.  And, according to The Future of Jobs 
Report, “65% of children entering primary schools today will ultimately work in new job types and functions that 
currently do not yet exist.” It’s astounding to consider that most future jobs don’t exist today and will require a  
workforce that has skills and competencies that have not yet been defined.

Colleges and universities have a challenging role to play in preparing students for future jobs. We have seen  
institutions tackle this challenge in a variety of ways. Institutions like Greenville Technical College, a growing 
tech hub for training future manufacturing employees about robotics, automation and other technical subjects, 
are partnering with local businesses and other institutions to tap into the labor needs of the community and 
offer competency-based education for specific skill sets. 

Institutions are also determining what jobs will be available in the future with predictive analytics and demand 
forecasting. Lancaster Bible College, an innovative private institution, is using a workforce analytics tool to align 
their academic programs with the needs of the marketplace. With real-time data analytics built into their  
institution’s student information systems, and with intuitive dashboards, students can not only ensure that the 
courses they are taking will lead to graduation, but also their desired career.  

Delivering and encouraging perpetual education models is another tactic that institutions are exploring to  
reskill alumni in the workforce. University of Michigan’s Ross School of Business has implemented a  
subscription-based continuing education program for its graduate students. In the program’s first year in 2015, 
40 students returned to learn new skills.
 
As technology continues to accelerate and alter the required skill sets in the workforce, institutions are rapidly 
transforming to meet those needs. This challenge has created an exciting period of innovation for the higher 
education market. 

Finding the right technology partner to enable new, innovative business strategies is one of the most important 
investment decisions institutions can make today. On behalf of the Campus Management community, we hope 
you will learn more about the ways we are supporting our partners as they tackle education’s toughest  
challenges.

Sincerely,

Jim Milton
CEO, Campus Management
 

Empowering Institutions to  
Prepare Students for Lifelong  
Career Success

https://www.campusmanagement.com


Part-time student. Full-time mother. Casey’s life and dreams are boundless. She knows 
that the computer science degree she’s pursuing will improve her family’s quality of life. But does 
she know that the institution offers daycare and other family services? Does the institution even 
know she’s a working mother? With CampusNexus®, you gain deep insight into the needs of each 
student, and how best to keep them on the path to success. Discover how CampusNexus from 
Campus Management can work for your institution – and Casey.

Casey is bold and fierce.  
Don’t let outdated technology 
get in her way.

©2019 Campus Management Corp.

https://www.campusmanagement.com
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When Romar Tallie saw the 
Wichita Promise Move advertise-
ment on Instagram last year, he 
thought the program was too good 
to be true.

The Hattiesburg, Miss., resi-
dent read the Promise Move web-
site and learned that WSU Tech in 
Kansas would pay his tuition, fees 
and moving expenses to Wichita if 
he enrolled in one of the college’s 
aviation manufacturing programs. 
Tallie applied for the scholarship 
immediately and then encouraged 
his brother, Robert, and mother, 
Mardavi Howard, to apply.

“After I finished my application, I 
woke up my brother and told him, 
‘This is our chance,’” he said in a 
written statement.

The three family members re-
ceived the scholarship and moved 
their lives from Mississippi to Kan-
sas.

“It just all fell into place. It was 
amazing,” Tallie said in a promo-
tional video for the program (see 
below). “Great move.”

A work-force shortage in the avi-
ation manufacturing industry was 
the driver of the technical college’s 
experiment with paying potential 
students to move from across the 
country to enroll at the two-year in-
stitution.

Wichita is known as the Air Cap-
ital of the World because of the 
number of aircraft manufactur-
ing companies that have facilities 
there, including Textron Aviation, 

Learjet, Airbus and Spirit AeroSys-
tems. But local colleges aren’t pro-
ducing enough graduates with the 
certification and training needed 
by these companies. According to 
Boeing, North America will need 
189,000 aircraft maintenance tech-
nicians over the next two decades.

WSU Tech, the largest techni-
cal college in Kansas, created the 
Wichita Promise Move last year 
to help address the problem. Like 
most college promise programs 
across the country, Wichita Prom-
ise Move is a last-dollar scholar-
ship that covers tuition and fees 
beyond what federal aid covers. 
But the program also pays for re-
location and housing expenses for 
students who move to the Wichita 

By Ashley A. Smith // May 10, 2019 

The largest technical college in Kansas is paying relocation and housing 
costs for students to move to the area, many from other states, to deal 
with a work-force shortage in the local aviation industry.

Paying for Students to Move

NEWS

WSU Tech

http://www.boeing.com/commercial/market/pilot-technician-outlook/2018-technician-outlook
https://wsutech.edu/wichitapromisemove/
https://wsutech.edu/wichitapromisemove/
https://www.insidehighered.com/users/ashley-smith


Paying for Students to Move
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https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/05/10/technical-college-kansas-pays-students- 
relocate-and-study-aviation-manufacturingRead Original Article

area from more than 50 miles from 
the campus.

“There are all kinds of opportu-
nities in manufacturing and avia-
tion here,” said Sheree Utash, WSU 
Tech’s president.

The college, with the help of a 
one-time $500,000 grant from the 
Wichita Community Foundation, 
wanted to test whether people 
would move to the area if nearly all 
the financial barriers to relocation 
and enrolling were eliminated.

Last year, after receiving more 
than 1,000 applications, WSU Tech 
offered the Promise Move schol-
arship to 50 individuals from 20 
states. Only nine of those students 
were from Kansas. This year, using 
internal funding from the college, 
WSU Tech offered the scholarship 
to 47 students from 15 states. 
Some of the students are from 
Massachusetts, California, Florida, 
New York and Washington, said 
Mandy Fouse, a spokeswoman for 
WSU Tech.

“This program has been amaz-
ing for me,” said Matt Salyer, 26, a 
Promise Move recipient from Gar-
den City, Kans. “Everything was 
taken care of and set up so that any 
doubts I had were taken care of … I 
have no doubt that in two months 
I’ll be in a job I love and know what 
to do.”

Salyer is part of the second 
group of 47 students to receive 
the scholarship. His hometown is 
about three hours from WSU Tech. 
Before seeing the scholarship ad 
on Facebook, he was working up 
to 30 hours per week in two mini-
mum-wage jobs. He’s now enrolled 
in the college’s six-week aviation 

work Textron needs. Williams said 
recent graduates the company 
hires come in better prepared for 
the additional training they receive 
from the company.

“Everybody doesn’t need to go 
to a four-year college, and if every-
body does, we would continue to 
have a massive shortage of em-
ployees,” she said. “That’s why we 
did programs like this to make sure 
we’re pulling people into the indus-
try.”

Textron announced last week 
that it will attempt to hire at least 
1,000 people this year, the same 
number it hired last year. And Spir-
it announced in December that 
it needed 1,400 new employees, 
Utash said.

“The number of people that are 
flying is increasing,” Williams said. 
“But fewer people are going into 
specific programs for production 
and maintenance of those aircraft 
when we need them more than 
ever.”

The Promise Move scholarship 
is expensive for the college, Utash 
said. And WSU Tech is seeking to 
raise funds for it to continue. Col-
lege administrators also want to 
collect more data on the success of 
graduates once they are placed in 
these jobs so they can show poten-
tial funders the program’s worth.

Utash said that despite the fund-
ing challenge, WSU Tech has big 
plans for the scholarship, saying 
the goal is to “put together a pro-
gram we could scale and maybe 
create a national model to encour-
age people to gravitate toward 
markets where this is an industry 
need.”             ■

sheet-metal assembly program. 
The eight-week process mechan-
ic program also is eligible for the 
scholarship. Students can earn a 
technical certificate in both pro-
grams.

Besides tuition, fees and mov-
ing expenses, students receive a 
weekly stipend that can help them 
pay for other living costs such as 
gas or daycare. The college pro-
vides a shuttle to help students get 
to classes, as well as housing and 
furniture for new students.

The program costs the college 
on average about $8,000 per stu-
dent, Utash said.

“If this concept proves to be 
successful, a relocation package 
of about $8,000 a person to put a 
person in your work force is pretty 
reasonable, and it’s a great return 
on investment for the students tak-
ing advantage of the program,” she 
said.

The Promise Move scholarship 
also comes with a guaranteed job 
interview with Spirit and Textron. 
Every student who received the 
scholarship last year was hired by 
one of the companies, Utash said.

“Our success is predicated on 
having an educated work force,” 
said Rachel Williams, a spokes-
woman for Textron. “This gives us 
a more knowledgeable group of 
employees who have been through 
very specific training.”

Textron, a general aviation com-
pany, is known for manufacturing 
Beechcraft, Cessna and Hawker 
aircraft. The company works with 
WSU Tech to be sure the classroom 
training students receive matches 
the production and maintenance 

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/05/10/technical-college-kansas-pays-students-relocate-and-study-aviation-manufacturing
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/05/10/technical-college-kansas-pays-students-relocate-and-study-aviation-manufacturing
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/05/10/technical-college-kansas-pays-students-relocate-and-study-aviation-manufacturing


Purpose as Well as Paycheck

A new report from Gallup and Bates College shows most 
students want to find a sense of purpose in their work, 
but they aren’t always succeeding.

By Jeremy Bauer-Wolf // April 11, 2019 

SOURCE: ISTOCK / KATE_SEPT2004 
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Gallup conducted the online sur-
vey of more than 2,200 recent college 
graduates, 637 hiring managers and 
1,037 parents of college students 
last year. The group also conducted 
multiple focus groups.

The study came about because of 
Bates’s interest in purposeful work. 
The college hosts a Center for Pur-
poseful Work, which was created af-
ter the president instructed a group 

Recent college graduates want 
“purpose” in their jobs, but they ar-
en’t always finding it, according to a 
new survey.

The report, “Forging Pathways to 
Purposeful Work,” from Gallup and 
Bates College, found that 95 percent 
of four-year college graduates na-
tionally considered a sense of pur-
pose at least moderately important 
in their work. (Note: Gallup conducts 
some surveys for Inside Higher Ed, 
but this publication was uninvolved 
in this study.)

But of the graduates who strong-
ly felt that a purpose was important, 
only 40 percent said they had found 
a meaningful career. Only 34 percent 
indicated they were deeply interest-
ed in their work, and 26 percent re-
ported that they liked what they were 
doing on a daily basis. 

“This ‘purpose gap’ is a glaring 
problem for the younger work force, 

as millennials place a higher priority 
on purpose in their lives than previ-
ous generations, and they look to 
work more than other sources to 
find it,” A. Clayton Spencer, president 
of Bates, said in a statement. “The 
purpose gap is also a challenge for 
employers because of a strong cor-
relation between employees’ pur-
pose and engagement and an orga-
nization’s bottom line.”

Four out of five responding college
graduates say it is very important
or extremely important to have a
sense of purpose in their work.

Extremely important Very important Moderately important Slightly important Not at all important

43% 37% 15% 4%

2%

FIGURE 1: THE IMPORTANCE OF PURPOSE IN WORK TO COLLEGE GRADUATES
How important is it for you to derive a sense of purpose in your work?

https://www.insidehighered.com/users/jeremy-bauer-wolf
https://www.gallup.com/education/248222/gallup-bates-purposeful-work-2019.aspx#ite-248231
https://www.gallup.com/education/248222/gallup-bates-purposeful-work-2019.aspx#ite-248231
https://www.insidehighered.com/college/160977/bates-college
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FIGURE 5: RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN ONSET OF SERIOUSLY CONSIDERING WORK 
AND PURPOSE IN WORK

When did you start thinking seriously about how your skills and interests might align with 
your future work?

% Of graduates with high purpose in work

Purpose as Well as Paycheck

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/04/11/gallup-bates-report-shows-graduates-want-
sense-purpose-careersRead Original Article

Students reported, too, that many 
of them didn’t think about how their 
skills and interests would align to 
their future work.

Of the students who indicated they 
had a high level of purpose in their 
job, about 32 percent started consid-
ering what their talents were before 
they enrolled in college. Another 30 
percent began thinking about their 
skills in terms of their future careers 
during their first year on campus.

“Students who wait until senior 
year to have an applied learning ex-
perience may miss the opportuni-
ty to change their major or set their 
sights on further education as they 
realign their career goals and aspira-
tions,” the report states.

Having a sense of purpose at work 
can affect a graduate’s overall sense 
of well-being, too. About 59 percent 
of graduates who reported purpose 
in their jobs said they had a high 
sense of well-being. Only 6 percent 
of students who had a low purpose 
at work said they had great well-be-
ing.

The survey also examined employ-
ers’ attitudes about the liberal arts. 
Other studies have confirmed that 
employers do tend to value these 
“soft skills,” and in this survey, hiring 
managers said they felt that colleges 
should be teaching students critical 
thinking skills and to communicate 
effectively.

The managers said that when 
they’re considering hiring a candi-
date, they prioritize critical thinking 
and communication.               ■

Bates wanted to know whether 
certain experiences during students’ 
undergraduate careers helped them 
later in their work lives. About 56 per-
cent of students said they secured 
an internship that allowed them to 
apply what they were learning in 
their classes, and 39 percent said 
they found someone who encour-
aged them to pursue their goals and 
dreams.

About 31 percent of the students 
who had just one internship report-
ed a high level of purpose in their job. 
And 34 percent of students who had 
two or more internships had purpose 
in their jobs.

Hiring managers in the focus 
groups said they felt that internships 
should be required -- they both help 
students find a job later and figure 
out what they enjoy.

“These findings lead to the con-
clusion that colleges and universities 
need to be more intentional in pro-
moting these experiences to prepare 
undergraduates,” the report states.

of students and professors to study 
the concept nearly five years ago. 
The center helps link students’ pas-
sions to their career paths by finding 
them internships or other opportuni-
ties.

“Importantly, we learned that al-
though nearly all college graduates 
believe finding purpose in one’s work 
is extremely or very important, less 
than half have found that purpose,” 
Stephanie Marken, executive direc-
tor of education research at Gallup, 
wrote in an email. “Fortunately, we 
also identified a series of activities 
that higher education institutions 
can engage in to increase the odds 
their graduates find purposeful work 
-- having an applied job or intern-
ship, having someone who encour-
aged them to pursue their goals and 
dreams, being given realistic expec-
tations for their postgraduation em-
ployment opportunities, and partici-
pating in a program that helps them 
think about finding meaning in their 
work.”

32%

30%

24%

8%

Before enrolling in college

First year in college

Sophomore year through
6th year of college

I have not started

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/04/11/gallup-bates-report-shows-graduates-want-sense-purpose-careers
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/04/11/gallup-bates-report-shows-graduates-want-sense-purpose-careers
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/04/11/gallup-bates-report-shows-graduates-want-sense-purpose-careers


Selecting Courses for Students

A California community college is picking course schedules for students 
to encourage them to enroll full-time and reach graduation quicker.

By Ashley A. Smith // May 2, 2019 

this new scheduling system, stu-
dents will not only complete college 
quicker because they are taking 15 
credits a semester, but also won’t 
end up with an excessive amount 
of credits that aren’t relevant to their 
degree programs or don’t eventu-
ally transfer to a four-year institu-
tion. Nationwide, community col-
lege students on average take 22 
more credits than are needed for 
an associate degree, according to a 
2017 report from Complete College 
America.

Last fall, 13.1 percent of CRC’s 
first-year recent high school gradu-
ates took at least 15 credits. About 
73 percent of this group enrolled 
in fewer than 12 credits their first 
term. And among the college’s full 
enrollment last year of more than 
14,100 students, 26.2 percent at-

High schools across the country 
provide preassigned class sched-
ules to their students that often 
match those students’ career and 
education interests.

Administrators at Cosumnes 
River College, a community col-
lege located in Sacramento, want 
to continue that practice for its first-
time, full-time students. This fall, 
Cosumnes plans to create and give 
each student a 15-credit course 
schedule based on their major. As a 
result, instead of students register-
ing and scheduling courses on their 
own, the college is doing it for them.

“College isn’t something that you 
should figure out on your own,” said 
Ed Bush, president of Cosumnes 
River. “We’re just matching the ex-
perience they’re accustomed to at 
the high school level and provid-

ing them with the first courses they 
need, not just in English and math, 
but based on their academic inter-
ests.”

Community colleges typically ask 
students to plan their courses each 
semester. If problems arise, stu-
dents can add or drop classes by a 
specific date. CRC flips that tradi-
tion with premade schedules. If stu-
dents have a conflict or a problem 
with the courses that were selected 
for them, they now must opt out of 
those courses.

“Many students who desire to 
be full-time have great difficulty in 
being full-time, and some students 
that are full-time were put in a class 
that didn’t match their education-
al goal, but they wanted to be full-
time,” Bush said.

The college expects that under 
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tended full-time, or took more than 
12 credits a semester, according to 
data from the college. While nonre-
cent high school graduates in their 
first year will be able to sign up for 
the 15-credit scheduling program, 
the college said about 1,000 recent 
high school graduates will partici-
pate this fall. Bush said that’s about 
80 percent of the college’s fresh-
man class.

Some groups, such as the 
Faculty Association of California 
Community Colleges, have been 
critical of the state’s efforts to en-
courage students to pursue full-
time course loads instead of invest-
ing more resources to help adult 
learners or students who have no 
choice but to go part-time because 
of work and family responsibilities.

State Grants 
for Full-Time Status
Bush said he expects the college 

to eventually have premade sched-
ules beyond just the first semester 
and to eventually include part-time 
students.

CRC administrators were eager to 
try the new scheduling system after 
realizing that high-demand cours-
es at the college, such as math and 
English, tend to fill up quickly. The 
college didn’t have a good system 
in place to meet the high demand of 
students wanting those courses or 
that could provide the right counsel-
ing to students.

California’s new Student Success 
Completion Grant provides a finan-
cial incentive to CRC students who 
take the full-time credit load. The 
grant, which expanded two existing 
programs last year, awards students 
$2,000 a year if they take more than 
15 credits each semester. Students 
who enroll in 12 or more credits 
qualify for $1,000 a year.

“The difference between tak-
ing 12 units or 15 units is signifi-

We’re just matching the experience they’re 
accustomed to at the high school level and 

providing them with the first courses they need, 
not just in English and math, but based on their 

academic interests.

“

“
cant,” said Tadael Emiru, CRC’s in-
terim vice president of student ser-
vices. That financial incentive also 
is a “wake-up call” to high school 
and college counselors.

CRC counselors and support staff 
have been visiting Sacramento-
area high schools over the past few 
months to meet with students who 
will be attending the college this fall, 
to have one-on-one conversations 
with them about their academic and 
career interests. The college’s new 
scheduling plan requires that col-
lege counselors know earlier than 
is typical for a two-year institution 
what major or program path stu-
dents want to pursue so schedules 
can be built that will meet the stu-
dents’ availability. CRC’s opt-out 
scheduling plan relies on so-called 
guided pathways as a structure for 
mapping out students’ program 
paths in any particular major.

“The key here is knowing which 
courses students will be regis-
tered for -- that was the most dif-
ficult thing to figure out,” Emiru 
said. He said the college’s counsel-
ors already have built first-semes-
ter schedules for every current ac-
ademic program the college offers.

“Once we got past that stage, the 
remaining part was to make sure 
we had enough folks around to pro-

vide that one-on-one support for 
students, [to] sit down with them 
and identify which particular sched-
ule they’ll register for,” he said.

CRC’s ratio of students to coun-
selors is 900 to one, which Bush 
admits is not ideal. The American 
School Counselor Association rec-
ommends a student-counselor 
ratio of no more than 250 to one. 
The National Academic Advising 
Association found that the nation-
al average for community colleges 
is 441 to one.

Teresa Aldredge, a CRC counsel-
or, said the college is hiring three 
counselors this summer to help 
with the new system. The college 
also is hiring two full-time facul-
ty members in math and two full-
time instructors for English because 
the new scheduling system will in-
crease demand for those courses, 
Emiru said.

“We made this promise to stu-
dents that these are the class-
es they’ll be able to take,” Aldredge 
said. “If I give a first-time college 
student a schedule and I guaran-
tee English and math in the first se-
mester, then the administration has 
to ensure there are enough English 
and math classes.”

Kay McClenney, a senior advis-
er to the American Association of 

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2018/08/01/more-states-experiment-incentivizing-completion
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2018/08/01/more-states-experiment-incentivizing-completion
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2016/04/11/community-colleges-trying-increase-pathways-students
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https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/05/02/community-college-picks-courses-
students-bid-boost-completionRead Original Article

Community Colleges and former di-
rector of the Center for Community 
College Student Engagement, 
views CRC’s scheduling efforts as 
the natural next step in developing 
guided pathways initiatives at col-
leges across the country.

“I am hoping that Cosumnes in-
tends to expand this practice to in-
clude part-time students who typ-
ically need guidance and clarity 
about their paths even more than 
full-time students,” she said, add-
ing that some colleges have con-
sidered prebuilding students’ class 
schedules for a full year to accom-
modate their work schedules.

Still, the move by the college and 
similar ones elsewhere will be con-
troversial, with concerns about the 
potential to “track” students into 
specific courses and programs.

“We expect we’ll have a number 
of students come to us and say, ‘I 
signed up to take all these classes 
but … I have to take more hours at 
work,’” Emiru said. “We have to deal 
with those situations on a case-by-
case basis. What we don’t want to 
do, and we’ve been consistent in 
saying this to students, we’re not 
going to present it as an option to 
go part-time.”

Davis Jenkins, a senior research 
scholar at the Community College 
Research Center at Columbia 
University’s Teachers College, said 
students want this type of schedul-
ing and program guidance. He said 
students typically want to know the 
financial and long-term benefits of 
taking 15 credits a semester or 30 
credits a year.

“As it is, most community college 

students get little support to ex-
plore options and interests and de-
velop a direction,” Jenkins said. “To 
put in place this policy, Cosumnes 
is redesigning a new student ex-
perience to help students with this 
exploration process from the start.”

And this level of guidance al-
ready happens for first-time stu-
dents who attend selective univer-
sities, he said.

“First-time students at UCLA 
and Berkeley get all sorts of sup-
port to develop education and ca-
reer plans,” Jenkins said. “Why 
should we let community college 
students, who are less likely than 
students at selective institutions to 
have family members and friends 
who can guide them in their de-
cisions, figure out a path on their 
own?”             ■

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/05/02/community-college-picks-courses-students-bid-boost-completion
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/05/02/community-college-picks-courses-students-bid-boost-completion
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/05/02/community-college-picks-courses-students-bid-boost-completion


Feeling Ready for a Career

Annual survey of student engagement finds that students feel confident 
in their postgraduation plans. Other recent reports have suggested otherwise.

By Jeremy Bauer-Wolf // November 29, 2018 

SOURCE: GETTY IMAGES
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FIGURE 2: Senior Participation in Career-Related Activities

Never At least sometimes

15% 29% 54%
Talked about career interests

with family members

Talked about career interests
with other students

Talked about career interests
with academic advisors

Talked about careers interests
with professionals in the field

Interviewed or shadowed
someone in career

Used resources from career
services to learn about careers

Talked about career interests
with career services staff

Attened a career fair

Attended a talk or panel
discussion about careers

Talked about career interests
with other student affairs staff

Talked about career interests
with religious leaders

8% 25% 33% 34%

68% 17% 8% 6%

64% 18% 11% 7%

57% 25% 19% 6%

51% 28% 13% 7%

50% 29% 13% 8%

47% 25% 17% 11%

40% 24% 19% 17%

16% 35% 28% 21%

18% 34% 29% 22%

Never Sometimes Often Very often

A vast majority of college seniors 
believe what they’re learning is 
relevant to their career paths, and 
they feel relatively confident in their 
plans after graduation, according 
to findings by the National Survey 
of Student Engagement, released 
today.

About nine in 10 seniors who 
participated in the annual sur-
vey believe that what they learn in 
class will be relevant to their ca-
reer plans. This data point strikes a 
more optimistic note than previous 
studies, namely one by Gallup and 
Strada Education Network earlier 
this year that indicated students 
feel ill prepared and unconfident 
before entering the work force. 
Only about 34 percent of students 
surveyed for that report indicated 
they believed they would graduate 
with the knowledge to be prepared 
for a career.

About 3,700 seniors from 38 
four-year institutions answered 
questions on career preparation 

in the survey. This was part of the 
NSSE, which is administered to a 
limited number of institutions and 
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changes every year depending 
on what officials find most topi-
cal. Last year’s NSSE focused on 
whether students were learning 
about different cultures and diver-
sity in the classroom.

Over all, 289,867 students from 
nearly 500 institutions (almost all 
American) responded to the broad-
er survey.

NSSE director Alexander McCor-
mick said that with the public so 
focused on the value of higher ed-
ucation and whether students are 
truly benefiting from college with 
the amount of money they spend, 
the researchers wanted to empha-
size career prep.

“It’s important and very much on 
the mind of students,” McCormick 
said.

About 85 percent of seniors in 
professional fields, including busi-
ness, communications, public re-
lations, engineering and health 
and social services, said they knew 
what they’d like to do postgradu-
ation and had a specific career in 
mind. Roughly 80 percent of se-
niors in arts and science-related 
fields indicated the same.

A little more than half of the se-
niors indicated that sometime in 
their final year in college they had 
used their institution’s career ser-
vices department to learn about 
their field. About half of the seniors 
attended a career fair, and 60 per-
cent or so of them had interviewed 
or shadowed a professional in their 
chosen field. About 40 percent of 
students in the Gallup/Strada sur-
vey said they had used their career 
center at all. 

McCormick pointed out that 
the question only asked students 
whether they had done that type of 
the career prep work in their senior 
year, meaning many of them may 
have laid the groundwork earlier in 

college. He also said that the Gallup 
poll was designed differently than 
NSSE, and that Gallup’s survey was 
provided a “neutral” response while 
NSSE did not, meaning that some 
students would have been drawn 
away from the two ends of the re-
sponse frame. He also said that 
Gallup’s survey only highlighted the 
students who answered “strong-
ly agree” on the survey questions, 
while NSSE combined both “agree” 
and “strongly agree.”

Only about half the seniors talk-
ed to career services staffers about 
their career interests, but almost all 
of them had discussed their plans 
with a family member (98 percent) 
or another student (94 percent).

While research shows students 
are still visiting traditional career 
centers, not as many find them 
particularly helpful -- another Gal-
lup study showed that only 17 per-
cent of recent graduates consid-
ered their interactions with career 
services “very helpful.”

Student services such as career 
centers generally struggle with at-
tracting their clientele, McCormick 
said. But he suggested that insti-
tutions examine how they’re con-
necting students and perhaps con-
sider outreach -- a focus group, or 
a campus-based survey -- on how 
to bring in students to the centers.

“It only takes a couple students 
to have a bad experience to dam-
age the whole operation, some-
times unfairly,” McCormick said.

The NSSE researchers also stud-
ied career preparation for first-year 
students -- 484 of them -- at sev-
en historically black colleges and 
universities, and compared them 
to 346 African American freshmen 
attending predominantly white in-
stitutions.

Students at the HBCUs reported 
using career services much more 
than their counterparts -- nearly 50 
percent of the first-year HBCU stu-
dents took advantage of resources 
from career services versus more 

FIGURE 3: Senior Career-Related Beliefsª by Major Type

What I am learning at this institution
is relevant to my career path

I am knowledgeable
about my career options

I know what I would like to
do after I graduate

I have a specific career
in mind for my future

My career goals have stayed about
the same since I started college

0%

Arts & Sciences Professional fields

25% 50% 75% 100%

Note: Arts & Sciences includes arts & humanities, biological sciences, agriculture, natural resources, 
physical sciences, mathematics, computer science, and social sciences (n=1,203); Professional fields 
includes business, communications, media, public relations, education, engineering, health professions, 
and social service professions (n=2,329). To view specific majors within those categories, visit 
nsse.indiana.edu/html/major_field_categories.cfm. All item mean difference were statistically 
significant (p < 01).
a. Percentage responding "Strongly agree" or "Agree"
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of academic work, compared to 8 
percent of seniors.

Roughly 33 percent of first-year 
students didn’t participate in any 
sort of activity on campus such 
as student government, a club or 
a fraternity or sorority, while 44 
percent of seniors didn’t devote 
any time to extracurriculars.

About 30 percent of seniors said 
they spent between one and five 
hours a week relaxing or socializ-
ing -- spending time with friends, 
watching TV or videos, or going 
online. Fewer first-year students 
(21 percent) reported spending 
one to five hours on recreational 
time. About 26 percent of first-
year students said they spent be-
tween six and 10 hours socializ-
ing or relaxing.

Civic Engagement
Freshmen and seniors seem to 

discuss issues both on campus 

than 25 percent of students at the 
predominantly white universities.

“It suggests that the HBCUs 
are being a lot more intentional 
about drawing students in early in 
career preparation,” McCormick 
said.

Time Spent on Academics 
vs. Outside the Class
Outside of the focus on career 

prep, the NSSE included its stan-
dard questions on students’ ac-
ademics and how they allotted 
their time.

About 23 percent of first-year 
students -- as well seniors -- es-
timated they spent between six 
and 10 hours per week preparing 
for class, which would include 
studying, reading or writing, or 
doing lab or other course work.

Only about 6 percent of the 
freshmen indicated they spent 
more than 30 hours on this type 

and off -- at the state, national 
and global level -- more than they 
act to change them.

About 45 percent of first-year 
students and 43 percent of se-
niors indicated they “sometimes” 
talk about local or campus issues 
with others. And 41 percent of 
freshmen and 37 percent of se-
niors reported “sometimes” dis-
cussing national or world issues.

But 64 to 65 percent of fresh-
men reported they had never or-
ganized with others to work on 
either local problems or state, 
national or global issues. And 63 
percent of seniors had never done 
any advocacy work around either 
campus issues or beyond.

Only about 4 percent of first-
year students said they “very of-
ten” organized to work on any 
issues, campus or otherwise, ver-
sus about 5 percent of seniors.    ■

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2018/11/29/engagement-survey-finds-students-feel-prepared-their-plans-after-graduation
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2018/11/29/engagement-survey-finds-students-feel-prepared-their-plans-after-graduation
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2018/11/29/engagement-survey-finds-students-feel-prepared-their-plans-after-graduation


Student Success for Life: How Colleges Prepare Graduates for Careers  |  15

St. Louis Community College’s annual employer study finds openings 
for middle-skilled employees but also concerns about applicants’ skills 
and training.

By Ashley A. Smith // September 20, 2017 

St. Louis Community College

Keeping Close Tabs on the Local Job Market

Every year St. Louis Community 
College surveys the region’s em-
ployers to get a better picture of the 
area’s work-force needs.

A growing number of colleges 
have bulked up their job-market 
research amid pressure from the 
public and policy makers for in-
stitutions to do more to improve 
wages and opportunities for work-
ing-class people. Community col-
leges in particular are feeling this 
scrutiny.

Administrators at St. Louis Com-
munity College view the report as 
one part of how it seeks to stand 
out as a leader in work-force devel-
opment.

“The fact is the community col-
lege has its pulse on the economy 
and the job market,” said Steve 
Long, associate vice chancellor 
of work-force solutions for SLCC. 
“In a larger sense, part of the val-
ue of this report is in communica-
tion with the employer community, 

degree but less than a four-year 
degree, are important in eastern 
Missouri. According to the Nation-
al Skills Coalition, 53 percent of all 
jobs in the state in 2015 were of 
the middle-skill variety. These jobs 
also account for slightly more than 
half of openings nationally.

These professions include skilled 
trades, industrial maintenance, 
precision machining, health care 
and nursing, all of which require 
some form of college-issued cre-
dential. Yet nearly half of people 
over the age of 25 in the St. Louis 
region have a high school diploma 
but no college degree, according to 
the report.

However, the report also revealed 
that 70 percent of employers have 
jobs open that require only short-
term training, or training that could 
be completed within six months of 
finishing high school.

“Students come into these short-
term accelerated programs, and 

job-training community, the fed-
eral network of training programs, 
and government and communi-
ty-based organizations, that we 
need to work together to solve 
these issues.”

The 2017 report found that 42 
percent of responding employers 
anticipate increasing the number 
of employees, while only 2 percent 
expect to decrease their staffs. 
But nearly 60 percent of employ-
ers reported shortcomings in the 
applications they receive for open 
positions. In particular, employers 
complained about inadequate soft 
skills of job candidates, including 
interpersonal skills, critical think-
ing, problem solving, work ethic 
and teamwork.

The college surveyed more than 
1,000 employers in the St. Louis re-
gion and compiled the information 
with federal labor market data.

Middle-skills jobs, or those that 
require more than a high school 
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mit Kaleba, federal policy director 
for the National Skills Coalition. 
“It’s not like running another sec-
tion of English compositions, so we 
think it’s important from a financial 
aid perspective to make these pro-
grams more accessible.”

Despite the work-force needs of 
St. Louis-area employers, the un-
employment rate in the region is 
particularly low -- 4.2 percent as 
of May -- which means recruiting 
students to apply for middle-skilled 
jobs isn’t easy. Potential students 
may feel it’s too risky to leave their 
current employment for a mid-
dle-skills job or go to college to 
pursue a credential.

“In Missouri, the unemployment 
rate you usually hear about is 4 
percent, but when you look at the 
larger unemployment rate or the 
rate for people who are working 
part-time for economic condi-
tions, but want to work full-time, 
it’s 9 percent,” Long said. “There is 
a whole generation of young peo-
ple, by income and race, who really 
have not been fully attached to the 
labor market.”

That trend appears nationally, as 
well, with the unemployment rate 
at 4.3 percent as of July.

“We see people are making a set 
of choices based on their need to 
work and feed their families,” Kale-
ba said. “They’re making the choice 
between an available job that pays 
less, but [that] they can start right 
away, or going and enrolling in a 
community college program where 
you may get to a higher wage and 
have, longer term, better outcomes, 
but it’s three months, six months, 
or 12 months down the line.”

And colleges are going to have to 
be creative if they want to reach out 
to those young people, Long said.

“The middle-skill labor market 
and training market is not well ad-
vertised and communicated for 
a lot of job seekers,” Kaleba said. 
“There are a lot of pathways with 
community colleges, union-run 
programs, apprenticeship pro-
grams, and there is confusion 
about the pathways to get the 
training and education. We don’t 
talk about those job opportunities 
as much as we should.”        ■

they ask how quickly can they get a 
job,” Long said. “We have to coun-
sel them that you have to get the 
skills before you get the job, and 
some students choose to not go 
forward.”

For those students who do 
choose to stay, the college has 
worked on integrating soft skills 
into the curriculum to address em-
ployers’ concerns about problem 
solving, critical thinking and team-
work.

“We try to embed those in our 
short-term accelerated programs,” 
Long said, “and we try to talk to the 
faculty of degree and certificate 
programs about doing the same.”

The National Skills Coalition has 
been advocating for changes in 
program eligibility for federal Pell 
Grant funding so short-term pro-
grams can qualify for financial aid, 
the lack of which can be a barrier 
for some students who seek to be-
come certified in a skilled trade.

“A lot of these short-term occu-
pational programs have smaller 
class sizes and need more equip-
ment, so it’s expensive,” said Ker-
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But that has changed dramati-
cally, she said.

“We’ve done a lot and our em-
ployers in the state have done a lot 
to change that narrative,” Foy said. 
“Maybe there are some people who 
don’t like that reality, but we don’t 
talk about it that much anymore as 
a reality.”

One way the technical college 
system works to eliminate the dis-
connect some people may have be-
tween college and the work force is 
by publishing reports that make the 
connection clear to the public, in 
the form of how much their gradu-
ates make at least six months after 
graduation.

Between 86 percent and 98 per-
cent of graduates get a job in their 
field depending on the academic 
program, Foy said, and the system 
makes sure to market and promote 

As the country divides more fer-
vently across partisan lines, skepti-
cism about the benefits of college 
is growing among some segments.

As a result, colleges, particularly 
those in the two-year sector, are 
feeling the pressure to prove that 
their institutions can deliver better 
work-force outcomes.

In recent weeks, surveys have 
shown that skepticism about the 
value of college is high not only with 
Republican voters but also among 
white working-class voters from all 
political affiliations. For instance, a 
poll commissioned by a Democrat-
ic political action committee found 
that 83 percent of white work-
ing-class voters said a college de-
gree was “no longer any guarantee 
of success in America.”

The survey of white work-
ing-class voters also found strong 

support for job-training programs, 
just like the sort that community 
colleges offer.

Research shows that jobs in the 
new economy tend to go to people 
with at least some college educa-
tion or an associate’s degree, in-
stead of to workers who hold just 
high school diplomas. And that’s 
why some critics feel community 
colleges should be working harder 
to advertise and market the career 
and technical programs they offer.

Wisconsin, for instance, has a 
broad public education system, 
between the University of Wiscon-
sin and the Wisconsin Technical 
College systems. But for decades, 
residents could graduate from high 
school, go directly into the work 
force and have a family-sustaining 
career, said Morna Foy, president of 
the technical system.

Monroe Community College student Vincent Owens assembling a tool holder for a drill with his instructor, Anthony McCollough.

By Ashley A. Smith // August 16, 2017 

Community colleges stress their role in providing work-force 
opportunities amid doubts from some working-class people 
that college won’t benefit them or their children.

Work-Force Training in an Anti-College Climate
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We’ve done a lot and our employers 
in the state have done a lot to change that 

narrative. Maybe there are some people who 
don’t like that reality, but we don’t talk about

it that much anymore as a reality.

“

“
In Wisconsin, administrators in 

the technical college system spend 
time educating people on the value 
of a technical credential, Foy said.

“There’s a pretty good under-
standing in this state that you can 
improve your economic condition 
by going to a technical college,” she 
said, adding that they don’t limit 
outreach on that value to associate 
degrees, also promoting stackable 
credentials, short-term programs 
and apprenticeships that appeal 
to older students who still want to 
work and attend classes part-time.

But Foy said people generally are 
aware of the work-force programs 
the colleges have to offer.

“There’s always going to be 
someone who says, ‘Why should 
I go back to college to get a job I 
used to have,’ and it can be a lack 
of finances, a lack of awareness of 
how accessible it can be to get the 
credential that has value,” she said, 
adding that investing two or more 
years as an adult student can seem 
daunting. “You have to get them 
over that hump of thinking, ‘I’ve 
been out of school so long I don’t 
remember any math I took in high 
school,’ or thinking everyone will be 
younger than them, or they don’t 
know how to use a smartphone 

or they don’t have a smartphone. 
Those are real-life barriers.”

Comments from people ques-
tioning the need for college aren’t 
uncommon in Tennessee. But that 
state has found some success in 
creating a college-going culture.

“That’s not accidental,” said 
Mike Krause, executive director of 
the Tennessee Higher Education 
Commission. “Tennessee faces a 
situation, not unlike virtually every 
Southern state and Appalachian 
state, and that is connecting our 
residents to an understanding of all 
the college has to offer.”

While traveling across the state to 
promote the much-heralded Ten-
nessee Promise program, Krause 
said a significant concern he heard 
from parents was that their children 
would go to college and never re-
turn home. So state officials turned 
to data that could be translated into 
“kitchen table conversations” and 
presented them to families.

“The single most powerful piece 
of data is what happens in real time 
to students who didn’t go to college 
in Tennessee,” he said. “If you don’t 
go to college in Tennessee right 
now, you’re making $9,000 and 
have an 84 percent chance of earn-
ing minimum wage. That’s not a 

that information for the public and 
for policy makers.

Industries like manufacturing 
didn’t completely go away, Foy 
said, but instead transformed into 
advanced manufacturing, where 
unskilled workers previously would 
operate an assembly line, but now 
they’re using robotics and smart 
technology.

Today there are about 30 million 
“good” jobs available for people 
who don’t have a bachelor’s de-
gree and where workers can earn 
on average about $55,000 a year, 
according to a recently released re-
port from Georgetown University’s 
Center on Education and the Work-
force.

Some community and technical 
colleges, however, are focusing on 
building work-force partnerships 
and confronting the narrative that 
their programs don’t lead to job op-
portunities.

“When we talk about college or 
with people outside of higher ed-
ucation, they think of residential 
liberal arts colleges or research 
universities -- they don’t think of a 
two-year degree or a one-year cer-
tificate,” said Anne Kress, president 
of Monroe Community College in 
the State University of New York 
system. “We work closely with em-
ployers and we know they’re look-
ing for a fully trained employee who 
can walk in on day one and start 
work, because they don’t have the 
capacity to do a lot of professional 
development.”

Kress said the college has been 
intentional in how it works with 
community-based organizations 
to raise awareness about what the 
college can provide.

“If we sit here and wait for them 
to come to us and find what we of-
fer, it’s not going to happen,” she 
said.
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Foy said colleges could do a 
better job of marketing their work-
force programs.

“Higher education needs to do a 
better job of making the case for 
why it’s important,” she said. “We 
have to tell people and be honest 
about job prospects, the pay, the 
likelihood of placement, and it’s not 
enough to say ‘we’re colleges and 
universities so you should want to 
come to us.’ ”

Foy said she’s noticed some 
regional universities have start-
ed moving in this direction by the 
promotion of their graduates’ out-
comes, similar to the way the Wis-
consin technical system does.

“Even justifying why someone 
should come to university is a new 
way to think, especially for four-
year schools,” she said. “But for 
transfer-based community col-
leges -- and we already do -- we 
have to market ourselves as having 
value.”            ■

common piece of data people share 
publicly, and I don’t think it’s some-
where higher education starts, but 
for us it’s been pivotal to tell and 
share with parents because no par-
ent hears that and thinks they want 
their child to just make $9,000.”

Economic Realities
Seventy-five percent of “good 

jobs” in the 1980s required less 
than a bachelor’s degree, but that 
number has decreased to 55 per-
cent today, said Anthony Carnevale, 
a research professor and director of 
Georgetown’s Center on Education 
and the Workforce.

“You can’t move forward by look-
ing in the rearview mirror,” he said. 
“There is a lower quantity of those 
jobs … there is still a certain number 
who can make it without postsec-
ondary education, but they do need 
postsecondary education.”

The current political climate 
seems focused mostly on white 
men, but working-class black and 

Latino men have been just as af-
fected by the loss of jobs that could 
be filled by high school graduates 
alone, Carnevale said.

“We lost a ton of them in man-
ufacturing, construction, farming, 
fishing, forestry … since the 1980s, 
but there has been growth in these 
jobs in the skilled-service sector, 
computers and health care,” Carne-
vale said, adding that women have 
done well in those latter profes-
sions.

Some educators, particularly at 
community colleges, have argued 
that Pell Grant funding for short-
term programs that lead to a tech-
nical certificate would help more 
working-class people find new or 
better employment.

“We know we can offer short-
term programs to connect our stu-
dents to employment, but those 
very same students can’t go to 
college without financial aid,” Kress 
said.
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derserved by higher education. I’ve 
had the pleasure of working for 
WGU for the last six years.

Q: How do you define “program 
architecture”?

A: Architecture deals with the 
complex or carefully designed 
structure of something. In the case 
of program architecture, that com-
plex and carefully designed struc-
ture is what we refer to as a skills 
map. It is a comprehensive network 
of competencies and skills that are 
aligned to careers and industry 
needs. By identifying what those 
underlying skills and competencies 
are for specific careers in industry, 
and by mapping relationships be-
tween those elements, we create 
a foundational map on which all 
of our program offerings are built. 
This is what we are focused on cre-
ating in program architecture.

The potential of what we are able 
to do with this mapping effort is 

The rapid evolution of digital 
technology, and its role in the ongo-
ing transformation of higher edu-
cation, has a tendency to breed title 
confusion. “Inside Digital Learning” 
previously explored the wide range 
of responsibilities held by digital 
learning administrators, the role of 
a manager of online program qual-
ity and the origin and meaning of 
the term “digital learning” itself.

The title director of program ar-
chitecture, a relatively new role 
at Western Governors University, 
caught our eye. We talked to Kacey 
Thorne, who has held the position 
since last fall, to explain what she’s 
working on, why WGU hired her to 
do it and how her work will change 
the academic experience at one of 
the nation’s largest online universi-
ties.

Q: Are you the first person to 
hold this position at WGU?

A: This role is new to WGU as 

of September, and I am the first to 
hold the position. Prior to assum-
ing this role as director of program 
architecture, I served as the di-
rector of assessment design and 
development. As the assessment 
director, I led the strategy and vi-
sion for assessment development 
at WGU. This included leading 
cross-functional teams in our ac-
ademic programs department to 
design, develop and attend to the 
psychometric health of all WGU 
assessments.

My background is in secondary 
and postsecondary education. I 
was a high school health science 
teacher for six years and really en-
joyed that work. When I heard about 
WGU, I was immediately drawn to 
them because of the university’s 
mission to serve students, improve 
lives and make higher education 
more accessible to all individuals, 
especially those traditionally un-

Kacey Thorne

By Mark Lieberman // March 27, 2019 

Kacey Thorne, director of program architecture at Western Governors University, 
explains her role and lays out plans for developing underlying competencies 
that inform online programs.

Q&A: How to Develop ‘Program Architecture’

https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2017/10/04/digital-learning-leaders-charting-new-career-paths
https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2017/10/04/digital-learning-leaders-charting-new-career-paths
https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2018/08/08/manager-online-program-quality-addresses-faculty-challenges
https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2018/08/08/manager-online-program-quality-addresses-faculty-challenges
https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2018/06/06/how-digital-learning-encompasses-broad-ecosystem-innovation
https://www.insidehighered.com/college/433387/western-governors-university
https://www.insidehighered.com/users/mark-lieberman


Student Success for Life: How Colleges Prepare Graduates for Careers  |  22

Q&A: How to Develop ‘Program Architecture’

endless, and that is why I was so 
eager to take on this new role. The 
insights we will be able to surface 
to students and the ability to help 
them connect their educational 
experience to work-force-valued 
skills is something I am extremely 
passionate about.

Q: What prompted the university 
to decide your position was neces-
sary to its long-term mission?

A: At WGU the heart of every-
thing that we do and every decision 
that we make is focused on our 
students. We’re constantly asking 
ourselves what we can be doing to 
better serve our students. Ultimate-
ly, the need to serve them more 
effectively and meet their chang-
ing needs is why this position and 
effort is necessary and part of our 
long-term mission and strategy. 
Our goal is to establish the vision, 
tools, partnerships, technologies 
and methodologies for skills map-
ping that can help us deliver on 
our commitment to students. We 
want to provide them with a rele-
vant education that is intentional-
ly and thoughtfully designed and 
aligned to the skills needed in in-
dustry. Whatever your stance is on 
the “skills gap,” one thing is clear: 
there is a call to action for higher 
education to do things differently, 
to better meet the needs of both 
students and employers. Our hope 
for this effort at WGU is to do just 
that.

Q: How big is your team?
A: We are small but mighty right 

now. There’s seven of us, but we 
will be growing shortly to a team of 
nine. The team is made up of pro-
gram architects who are responsi-
ble for the research, design, tools 
and technology necessary to build 
out our skills maps. Our job really 
boils down to being master collab-
orators. We have to work across 

many organizations and stake-
holder groups to complete the 
skills mapping we intend to achieve 
at scale.

Q: What does having that map 
allow the institution -- and its stu-
dents -- to do?

A: The value in skills mapping for 
students exists in what I refer to as 
the three Cs: contextualized learn-
ing, career relevance and credential 
clarity and communication.

Skills mapping allows us to of-
fer students a more personalized 
approach through contextualized 
learning. With an underlying skills 
framework, we are able to surface 
learning experiences to students 
through any contextual lens, which 
allows us to tailor learning based 
on student goals and interests. For 
example, if we have an underlying 
skill in written communication, how 
we might surface that to a student 
in our business management pro-
gram may look very different from 
how we would surface that to a 
prelicensure nursing student. Fun-
damentally, the proficiency expec-
tation related to written commu-
nication stays the same, but the 
way we contextualize that skill to 
the student, both in their learning 
experience and assessment, can 
change. This allows us to make the 
learning for the student more rel-
evant by letting them engage with 
that skill through the context that is 
most applicable to their goals and 
interests.

Skills mapping also allows us 
to make career-relevant connec-
tions for our students. These con-
nections allow us to help students 
identify the skills that they need 
for the jobs and career pathways 
they are interested in. By having 
an underlying skills map for every 
program offering at WGU, we can 
surface career insights to students 

including the skills that they need 
for a particular job or career path-
way, the outlook and earning po-
tential for particular job roles, and 
various program pathway options 
the student has available to reach 
their goals.

Finally, skills mapping allows us 
to provide students and employers 
with a shared understanding of the 
credentials students earn and the 
skills students demonstrate. One 
of the ongoing challenges in high-
er education and the credentialing 
space is the lack of clarity and a 
common language around cre-
dentials and what they represent. 
Our goal is that the connection be-
tween credential and skills can be 
shared between student and em-
ployer through a comprehensive 
learner record that reflects skills, 
certifications and other credentials. 
Skills are powerful currency in the 
employment space, and we want 
to help students and employers 
communicate more effectively with 
each other about skills.

Q: When is the competency map 
most valuable to students -- as 
they’re laying out their program, 
as they’re going through it, at the 
end?

A: I think it’s all of the above and 
then some. Even from the initial 
point of interest, when a student is 
exploring what program they are 
interested in at WGU, being able to 
see the connection between pro-
grams and potential career path-
ways is valuable.

As a student, being able to earn 
competencies and skills along the 
way has value as immediate edu-
cational currency. An underlying 
skills framework for our programs 
allows us to offer students imme-
diate returns on their educational 
investment by earning skills along 
the way as they work toward com-
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petition?
A: What we are trying to achieve 

in terms of skills mapping of this 
nature is definitely unique to WGU. 
The problem that we are trying to 
solve with this effort is a problem 
that many institutions are talking 
about and trying to solve for. How-
ever, I believe we have a unique take 
on how to address the problem and 
create a solution for it at the scale. 
It’s definitely something that high-
er education is talking about, but 
it goes well beyond just the higher 
ed sector. We are keeping the pulse 
on the conversation across sec-
tors and other organizations like 
IMS Global and Credential Engine 
who are also trying to solve for this 
problem from other, and equally as 
important, directions.

I would also say that we don’t 
really think about it in terms of 
competition. We are interested in 
collaborating with others who are 
invested in trying to solve the same 
problem. We feel a tremendous 
sense of responsibility to better 
serve students in higher education, 
and partnerships are a key compo-
nent to being able to do that with 
big impact. Ultimately, we want this 
to be something that not only helps 
WGU and our students, but has the 
potential to inform and transform 
higher education. We need to find 
different ways to serve students 
to meet the demands of the future 
of work. This is our approach, and 
we are excited about the potential 
of these contributions to our stu-
dents, employers and higher edu-
cation. ■

to think in 3-D and represent skills 
and all of the relevant connections 
through a very intricate map.

Q: What’s the timeline for getting 
some of this work done?

A: We are working very aggres-
sively. Since September, we have 
been able to establish a general 
framework and methodology for 
how we will build out the skills map 
to its full potential. We’ve spent the 
last six months figuring out how to 
tackle the job, and we are ready to 
really start chipping away at it at full 
speed. By the end of this fiscal year, 
we intend to have the beginnings of 
a robust skills map for each of our 
colleges within WGU. These maps 
will ultimately intersect into one 
holistic skills map, but breaking it 
out into smaller blocks is how it will 
be managed. You have to tackle a 
big initiative like this one piece at a 
time. In order to get a mile wide and 
a mile deep, we are building an inch 
at a time. We are taking incremen-
tal steps with tremendous impact.

Additionally, we are in the pro-
cess of working with our registrar 
to conceptualize early prototypes 
for a skills-based transcript that 
we will use to surface the skills 
students have demonstrated in a 
meaningful way. This will be the 
first tangible value-add of our skills 
mapping effort for students. It will 
provide them with the clarity to see 
the skills their credentials represent 
as well as a way to communicate it 
to employers.

Q: Are you aware of other insti-
tutions taking similar approaches? 
How closely do you track the com-

pletion. There is no reason that the 
value of an education should exist 
solely in the final credential or de-
gree. We can do better for students 
by giving them immediate val-
ue-add by way of skills.

The value of a skills map also ex-
ists at the end of a student’s pro-
gram, because learning is a lifelong 
endeavor that doesn’t really end. 
We want to help students stay cur-
rent and refresh their skills or build 
new ones across the lifetime of 
their career. Skills mapping allows 
us to do this.

Q: What’s the most difficult or 
complicated part of this process?

A: I would say the biggest chal-
lenge right now is determining 
how to speak a shared language 
between employers, higher ed and 
students. We frequently hear about 
a skills gap that exists and that 
employers are reporting students 
aren’t leaving higher ed with the 
skills they need to be successful. 
But really pinning down what that 
means is a challenge. Through 
our efforts, we are hoping to bring 
a shared understanding to skills 
and what they actually mean in the 
context of jobs in the employment 
sector. The other challenge to all of 
this is that it is extremely complex 
work, and finding ways to support 
this kind of mapping through tools 
and technologies is a daunting yet 
exciting part of this process. When 
you think about the kind of map-
ping an effort like this requires, you 
find very quickly that the skills map 
is multilayered and multidimen-
sional. Our challenge is being able 
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Many minority communities are 
leery of vocational education and 
the pathways message -- and for 
good reason. Vocational educa-
tion was once used as an instru-
ment for tracking by “ability.” It was 
considered the dumping ground 
for students that were believed to 
be unsuited for academic course 
work. It should come as no sur-
prise, that men, black youth, youth 
of color and immigrant youth were 
overrepresented in voc-ed. In many 
respects, this stigmatized percep-
tion is also held by many of my 
higher education colleagues. If the 
negative perception of CTE does 
not change, both parents of minori-
ty youth and college administrators 
could be missing out on an amaz-
ing opportunity.

Here are four points that I would 

In the fall my 13-year-old daugh-
ter began high school, where she is 
enrolled in a career and technical 
education program -- or a CTE pro-
gram, formerly known as vocation-
al education or voc-ed. She is in-
terested in the sciences and loves 
mysteries. Her program has proj-
ects that blend forensics, chemis-
try, physics and biology. If all goes 
as planned, she will graduate from 
high school with a certification as 
a laboratory technician and some 
college credit from dual-enrollment 
courses, as well as her high school 
diploma.

When she graduates, Layla will 
immediately be able to earn about 
$40,000 a year as a lab technician. 
She will be positioned to join the 
labor market, complete an asso-
ciate’s degree or pursue a four-

year degree. She will require fewer 
courses (less cash out of my pock-
ets) and will be able to compete 
with other college students for cov-
eted lab or research opportunities. 
Not a bad deal.

As an African American, 
first-generation college graduate, I 
have slowly come to recognize the 
competitive advantage that a lab 
tech CTE program will provide my 
daughter. I had my reservations, 
based on the history of African 
Americans and vocational educa-
tion, but could not argue with the 
outcomes or options. I believe the 
time has come for black students 
and college administrators to re-
consider the value of CTE as a vi-
able career pathway and untapped 
source of diverse students, respec-
tively.

By Gregory Seaton // May 1, 2019 

Gregory Seaton explains how he came to support his daughter’s 
choice to participate in such a program and why college administrators 
and others should, too.
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like to share with faculty members 
and colleges that are concerned 
with increasing the representation 
of minorities, particularly African 
Americans in STEM majors:
■ CTE is an underutilized tool 

by parents and four-year colleges 
to promote diversity in the STEM 
fields. There is need for greater en-
gagement of four-year colleges in 
planning career pathway options.
■ The dichotomy of CTE ver-

sus a more liberal arts education is 
deeply rooted in the post-enslave-
ment quest for equality. Due to 
changes in technology and the la-
bor market, this division is becom-
ing increasingly artificial and argu-
ably a barrier to career readiness.
■ CTE programs may offer a 

viable recruitment opportunity for 
underrepresented minorities, par-
ticularly in STEM fields.
■ CTE programs present a dis-

tinct opportunity to support faculty 
research and faculty-student col-
laboration.

The framing of college versus 
high school agricultural and tech-
nical education has a long history 
in the black community directly 
connected both to racism and the 
struggle for equality. Two prom-
inent black intellectuals were at 
odds regarding which type of ed-
ucation would lead to the civil and 
equal treatment of the formerly 
enslaved people and their descen-
dants.

Booker T. Washington was born 
into slavery and emerged as a 
prominent American voice after 
enslaved African Americans were 
freed. (My grandfather and uncle 
were named after him.) Wash-
ington believed that black peo-
ple would gain white acceptance 
through industry, self-reliance and 
entrepreneurship. With the help of 
philanthropists, Washington es-

important, but at the same time, 
other skills like problem solving, 
communication, collaboration and 
emotional intelligence will become 
more crucial.

Further, career and technical ed-
ucation and traditional classroom 
teaching practices are converging 
across the K-16 landscape. Prob-
lem-based learning, work-based 
learning and apprenticeships are 
built upon the idea that, with such 
experience, young people learn 
by doing, taking risks and apply-
ing knowledge in safe, supportive 
environments. Both CTE and the 
traditional college classroom are 
actively engaged in making the 
learning experience more student 
centered.

Educators, at all levels, need to 
be able to clearly demonstrate how 
CTE pathways open up opportuni-
ties for minorities to participate in 
career fields in which they are tra-
ditionally underrepresented. Infor-
mation on how CTE concentrations 
are aligned with two- or four-year 
postsecondary degree programs 
and the labor market can also help.

Part of the challenge is that 
many minority youth do not have 
access to the social networks that 
can make STEM career possibil-
ities and pathways clear. This is 
where CTE educators and college 
administrators can support a deci-
sion-making and planning process. 
Youth and families will appreciate 
knowing that, with an industry cer-
tification like the one I hope my 
daughter earns, their children will 
be able to earn a living and go on 
to a four-year degree should they 
want to.

Career and technical education 
has experienced a renewal. This 
ain’t your grandparents’ vocation-
al ed. There is an emphasis on 
growth industries, such as health 

tablished the Tuskegee Institute 
in Alabama. The institute educat-
ed students in basic reading and 
math, farming techniques, and the 
trades. After graduation, students 
would return to their hometowns, 
primarily in the rural South, and 
work as teachers in the trades and 
agriculture.

By contrast, William E. B. Du Bois 
embraced a strategic approach to 
address racism. He argued that 
black equality would require a lib-
eral arts education that focused 
on critical thinking to develop a 
black leadership class: the “Talent-
ed Tenth.” This elite group of black 
American men would use their in-
tellectual acumen to strategize for 
integration and social equality.

A Sea Change in Education
A recent study of CTE gradu-

ates in Arkansas found three key 
results. First, completion of high 
school CTE courses was associ-
ated with higher two-year college 
admission, lower unemployment 
and higher salaries. Second, gradu-
ates of CTE programs were just as 
likely to attend four-year colleges 
as traditional high school gradu-
ates. Last and definitely not least, 
the students that benefited most 
from CTE belong to groups that 
are often described as those at risk 
for poor academic outcomes: men 
and low-income students. Ironi-
cally, however, many of the com-
munities that are taking advantage 
of vocational opportunities are not 
members of low-income underrep-
resented minority groups, but rath-
er white and middle class.

Part of the historical misunder-
standing over technical and liberal 
arts education is that they don’t 
mix. That is an artificial barrier that 
will become even more artificial as 
the nature of work evolves. Read-
ing, writing and math will remain 
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local educational leaders as edu-
cational programs are developed. 
If the table does not currently exist, 
faculty members and administra-
tors must create it.

Given the research and realities 
of pathways, I think CTE is poised 
to serve as a viable path to diversi-
fying STEM fields. But I also recog-
nize that how black youth leverage 
this opportunity largely depends on 
the leaders of our educational sys-
tems and their willingness to un-
derstand the history and reimagine 
the future of CTE education. The 
value and linkages of CTE across 
secondary and postsecondary in-
stitutions must be strategic and 
clear. That will require leadership 
and authentic communication. 
May we all be courageous for our 
children’s sake.          ■

care and software development, 
beyond the traditional trades, like 
plumbing and carpentry. Course 
offerings are aligned with the jobs 
that are in demand. And many CTE 
programs provide opportunities to 
take dual-enrollment, AP or college 
courses. Parents should see this as 
an opportunity to complete post-
secondary or certificate-aligned 
course work for free.

Meanwhile, colleges should see 
this as an opportunity to enrich 
their student bodies with a diverse 
pool of career-ready individuals 
who are able to meaningfully con-
tribute to the learning environment. 
With theoretical knowledge, ap-
plied experience and industry cer-
tifications, CTE students represent 
a pool of students that possess 
valuable skills that can enrich both 

the college learning experiences 
and faculty research. For example, 
Layla plans to attend a four-year 
college after completing her CTE 
program. As a certified lab techni-
cian, Layla will bring a different lev-
el of value and capacity to faculty 
research than a traditional under-
graduate student.

To be clear, a four-year college is 
not the only path to land a job with 
strong middle-class earning poten-
tial. That does not mean, however, 
that CTE and traditional four-year 
college programs must be at odds. 
Rather, college administrators 
need to develop and communicate 
clear on-ramps for CTE graduates 
to matriculate through their degree 
programs. That will not happen in 
isolation. Consequently, colleges 
must be at the table with state and 
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The debate about cleaning toilets at Harvard obscures a larger issue, 
Ryan Craig argues: Why don’t we use federal dollars to incentivize work 
that actually matters?

By Ryan Craig // April 26, 2019 
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“You’re the science expert. 
You have the political science degree.”

-- Representative Thomas Massie (R-Ky.) to 
former senator and secretary of state 

John Kerry

“

“

Massie: I think we should ques-
tion your credentials today. Isn’t 
it true you have a science degree 
from Yale?

Kerry: Bachelor of arts degree.
Massie: Is it a political science 

degree?
Kerry: Yes, political science.

In an era of political lows, a re-
cent exchange at a House commit-
tee hearing on global warming has 
been widely cited as the dumbest. 
Representative Massie attempt-
ed to undermine John Kerry’s cre-
dentials on the topic by asking him 
about his degree:

Massie: So how do you get a 
bachelor of arts, in a science?

Kerry: Well it’s a liberal arts edu-
cation and degree. It’s a bachelor …

Massie: OK. So it’s not really 
science. So I think it’s somewhat 
appropriate that someone with 
a pseudo-science degree is here 
pushing pseudo-science in front of 
our committee today.

I must confess that watching a 
global warming denier who knows 
better -- Massie has a two engineer-
ing degrees from MIT and a dozen 
patents to his name -- attempt to 
bait our imperious, insufferable for-
mer secretary of state (while enor-
mously capable, Kerry has steadily 
maintained this reputation since 
college) was pseudo-fun, like when 
two people you don’t particularly 
care for pick a fight.

Within days, it happened again, 
this time squarely in higher educa-
tion. Sara Goldrick-Rab, a profes-
sor of higher education policy at 
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Temple University and one of the 
most followed faculty on academ-
ic Twitter (and someone who once 
told me that aligning curricula with 
employer needs was not a goal she 
shared, and a questionable one at 
that), got into a delicious spat with 
Harvard. (Perhaps you’ve heard of 
it? The school where the fencing 
coach sold his house for nearly 
double its market value to the par-
ent of a prospective student, who 
was subsequently admitted as a 
fencing recruit?)

As usual, Goldrick-Rab’s prob-
lem relates to employment. But 
this time, it was a Hechinger Re-
port article about low-income 
students at elite colleges and an 
anecdote about a Harvard stu-
dent who cleaned dorms 20 hours 
a week. Goldrick-Rab tweeted, 
“Low-income students at HAR-
VARD working 20 hours a week in 
their first year of college cleaning 
goddamn dorms?? And we keep 
giving this wealthy place our public 
dollars why exactly? #RealCollege 
#DormCrew #STOP.”

The ensuring “fiery debate,” per 
Inside Higher Ed, was whether our 
wealthiest universities should qual-
ify for federal work study (FWS) 
funding, whether they should be 
using that funding to have low-in-
come students clean toilets and 
whether -- according to Gol-
drick-Rab -- these students were 
taking jobs away from “profession-
al, unionized workers.”

While an interesting argument, 
Goldrick-Rab might have heeded 
her own advice to stop. Because 
these issues are tempests in tea-
pots compared with an existential 
work-study question that Gol-
drick-Rab and her Harvard antag-
onists overlook, but which Inside 
Higher Ed astutely keyed in on: 
Why does FWS subsidize student 

and security.” However, if you work 
off-campus for a “private for-profit 
employer … jobs must be relevant 
to your course of study.” The hand-
book goes on to helpfully suggest 
that “a student studying for a busi-
ness administration degree could 
work in a bank handling customer 
transactions.” But there’s no such 
requirement for on-campus jobs.

Worse, while on-campus jobs re-
ceive a subsidy of 75 percent, “for 
off-campus FWS jobs with private 
for-profit organizations, the feder-
al share of wages paid to students 
is limited to 50 percent.” And the 
topper: “A school may use no more 
than 25 percent of its total current 
year initial allocations to pay wages 
to students employed with private 
for-profit organizations.”

The result of these skewed rules 
is entirely predictable. According to 
the Department of Education, of the 
$1.085 billion spent on FWS during 
the 2016-17 school year, $996 mil-
lion -- or 92 percent -- went to sub-
sidizing on-campus jobs. Nearly all 
the rest went to off-campus jobs at 
not-for-profit or community service 
organizations. Of the $1.085 bil-
lion spend, only $726,208 -- or less 
than 0.1 percent -- helped students 
gain work experience at “private 
for-profit organizations,” aka the 
United States economy.

I get why policy makers would be 
concerned about “private for-prof-
it organizations” exploiting subsi-
dized student labor in jobs unrelat-
ed to a student’s program of study 
or career goals. I get it because 
FWS already builds in guardrails 
for funding work-study at for-prof-
it colleges. The handbook is clear 
that for-profit schools may only 
receive federal funding to employ 
students in on-campus jobs “that 
are directly related to the FWS stu-
dent’s training or education” and 

employment that is completely 
disconnected from academic pro-
grams or career goals?

Each year at 3,400 colleges and 
universities, about 600,000 stu-
dents participate in FWS and re-
ceive approximately $1.1 billion in 
wage subsidies from the federal 
government. The Department of 
Education says FWS “encourages 
community service work and work 
related to the student’s course of 
study.” Students apply through the 
Free Application for Federal Student 
Aid, and, for qualified jobs, FWS 
dollars typically fund 75 percent of 
student wages. And earnings from 
FWS are factored out of FAFSA cal-
culations.

Sounds pseudo-good, right? Well, 
keep in mind that funding flows to 
colleges and universities (instead 
of directly to students) on a “base 
guarantee” formula that benefits 
incumbent institutions (the longer 
your tenure, the more you get) and 
means that community colleges 
-- enrolling 40 percent of all stu-
dents and a much higher percent-
age of those who most need a leg 
up -- receive only 15 percent of 
FWS dollars. Meanwhile, four-year 
institutions get lots of FWS funding 
to subsidize jobs for wealthier stu-
dents; Seton Hall’s Robert Kelchen 
found that a quarter of FWS awards 
at private colleges went to non-Pell 
students.

More troubling is the program’s 
complete and utter failure to in-
centivize colleges and universities 
to reach out to real employers. 
In fact, FWS’s structure makes it 
much easier for schools to employ 
students to clean toilets on cam-
pus than to connect them with pri-
vate-sector jobs.

The FWS handbook says 
on-campus jobs may involve “food 
service, cleaning, maintenance 
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faculty can teach eight courses and 
make as little as $25,000 per year. 
Adjuncts -- between one-third and 
two-thirds of faculty members, de-
pending on the institution -- have 
“no claim to stable employment, 
health insurance, retirement bene-
fits or even their own office.”

Who benefits from adjunctifi-
cation? The same colleges and 
universities that also benefit from 
cheap graduate student instruc-
tors/teaching assistants, and the 
very same who benefit from under-
graduate student labor subsidized 
at a rate of 75 percent by the federal 
work-study program. These unsus-
tainable practices flow dollars from 
higher education’s have-nots to the 
haves -- tenured faculty and more 
well-paid administrators -- and free 
up funds for purposes unrelated to 
student outcomes.

FWS provides one more example 
why all Title IV-eligible colleges and 
universities should be treated with 
the same level of skepticism. It’s 
time to regulate all institutions as 
though they’re for-profit, because 
they sure act like they are. And any-
one who says different is guilty of 
pseudo-science.          ■

that are in “student services.” Jobs 
that “primarily benefit the school” 
are not student services -- e.g., fa-
cility maintenance, cleaning, pur-
chasing, marketing, public relations 
or admissions.

If FWS can build in guardrails for 
for-profit colleges, why can’t it build 
in similar guardrails for the millions 
of for-profit companies where stu-
dents will seek employment once 
they graduate? Make it clear that 
off-campus jobs must benefit stu-
dents as much as (or more than) 
the employers receiving FWS sub-
sidies.

Then not only make the subsidy 
equal to the on-campus subsidy, 
but remove the ridiculous 25 per-
cent cap and require participating 
institutions to place a much high-
er percentage -- I humbly suggest 
a majority -- of students in real, 
off-campus jobs. If colleges can’t 
make that work, they shouldn’t re-
ceive FWS funds, and remaining 
dollars could be added to Pell to di-
rectly help needy students without 
requiring them to clean toilets.

There are two reasons this hasn’t 
happened yet. The first is that aca-
demic institutions are awful at es-

tablishing meaningful, sustained re-
lationships with companies around 
the employment of students and 
graduates. Few employers have an 
incentive to engage at the requisite 
level with a single academic institu-
tion. Which is why it’s crazy that a 
billion-dollar federal program meant 
to advance students’ employment 
prospects is both crowding out pri-
vate sector work and incentivizing 
colleges to ignore employers.

I have argued repeatedly that fail-
ure to devote real resources to en-
gage with employers -- or more re-
alistically, with intermediaries who 
maintain sustained commercial re-
lationships with employers -- is the 
Achilles’ heel that could bring down 
American higher education as we 
know it. It turns out that the Orwel-
lian-named Federal Work-Study 
program is an apt metonym for col-
lege’s wrongheaded approach to 
employment.

I was reminded of the second rea-
son in reading last week’s alarming 
Chronicle op-ed “The University Is 
a Ticking Time Bomb.” The author, 
an English professor at Colby Col-
lege, bemoans the cruel “adjuncti-
fication” of faculty, where contract 
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Supporting First-Generation Students

Alecea Standlee recommends some policies and practices 
that college administrators and faculty members should consider 
to help such students succeed.
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that they consider the following:
Provide appropriate supports. 

Financial support is necessary for 
many students, and first-genera-
tion students rely heavily on grants 
and loans. But many first-genera-
tion students must also financial-
ly support parents, siblings and/
or children. Providing access to 
basic health care and information 
and resources for self-care is im-
portant. Offering campus work op-
portunities, food pantries and free 
toiletries can also be essential to 
success. Encouraging the use of 
low-cost textbooks and providing a 
credit account at the bookstore can 
help, as well. And establishing a 
career clothing bank for interviews 
and training students on what to 
expect at a job interview can help 
them move from college to work 
after graduation.

Additionally, first-generation col-
lege students can’t rely on advice 
from college-educated parents 

No one expected me to attend 
college. As a first-generation col-
lege student, I was from a desper-
ately poor family in a rural commu-
nity. I was one of only six members 
of my entire high school graduating 
class to attend a higher education 
institution. Today, I am a profes-
sor at a private liberal arts college 
and a career academic. While I am 
proud of my achievements, my 
ability to be here is the result of a 
lifetime of support from my family 
and community, as well as my aca-
demic institutions.

First-generation students today 
are faced with academic, financial 
and cultural challenges, even as 
a college education is ever more 
necessary for career achievement. 
College leaders and faculty mem-
bers, including those who are first 
generation themselves, play a role 
in the development of policies and 
practices to help them deal with 
those challenges. I recommend 

about navigating college life. They 
are usually not familiar with the 
details of college life, academic re-
sources and social expectations, 
so they can need guidance. For in-
stance, a freshman student I knew 
did not understand why his profes-
sors were not in their classrooms 
all day, as in high school. In my 
own case, I didn’t realize that it was 
possible to withdraw from a class 
for health reasons rather than fail. 
Building a mandatory introduction 
to college life or first-year experi-
ence element into the curriculum 
is very helpful to first-generation 
students -- and, in fact, good for all 
students.

Some needs are academic: 
first-generation students may re-
quire additional support to devel-
op their writing and critical think-
ing skills. Institutions can provide 
such support in the form of writing 
centers and tutoring centers, but it 
is essential to build those into the 
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Fight invisibility. If it’s applicable 
to your course, consider includ-
ing first-generation experiences in 
the material. Be aware that some 
first-generation students will be 
rightfully proud of their achieve-
ments. Invite a first-generation 
colleague to guest lecture, and ask 
them to talk about their own status 
before diving into class material.

Keep an open mind. First-gen-
eration students may have a wide 
variety of skill levels, but they are 
also likely to have some unusual 
experiences or insights that might 
be valuable in your classroom. En-
courage them to contribute.

For first-generation students, 
going to college requires stepping 
outside their comfort zone. That 
can instill feelings of disconnection 
and even guilt in relation to fam-
ily members and friends. It also 
requires leaving one set of social 
expectations behind and learning 
a new and at times frightening set 
of attitudes and behaviors. And all 
this can occur while trying to keep 
up with college-level work.

Going to college also means 
learning to walk between worlds, 
and for some, myself included, 
never quite fitting in to either. All 
that said, however, support from 
institutions and faculty members 
can have a real and positive impact 
on first-generation students.          ■

core curriculum to avoid stigmatiz-
ing first-gen students alone.

In addition, faculty members 
and advisers can play a huge role 
in the lives of all college students. 
For first-generation students, they 
may be the most significant con-
nections that they will make when 
it comes to academic success.

Be transparent in the classroom. 
Encourage students to develop and 
practice understanding written and 
verbal instructions. Don’t assume 
your students know that all assign-
ments must be typed, for exam-
ple. Be clear and explicit. Express 
classroom norms. Model class-
room discussions and provide spe-
cific -- and obvious -- details on 
assignments and other activities.

Teach study skills. Consider in-
corporating a study-skills assign-
ment in your introductory classes 
or make sure you have a handy 
list of resources. Identify students 
who may lack preparation and pro-
vide resources. Referrals to college 
writing centers or citation websites 
are helpful. Turn your first-day 
icebreaker into an activity on time 
management.

Organize students into groups. 
Consider putting students in study 
groups or incorporating group 
assignments in your classes, as 
first-generation students may 
struggle to make friends and to 

connect with others. Be thought-
ful, however, about students who 
may have limited time and money 
for activities outside class as you 
design your semester. It’s some-
times best to organize group work 
in class.

Develop personal relationships. 
To the degree you are comfortable, 
talk with first-generation students 
individually and encourage them to 
ask questions. Discuss not only the 
material but the culture and struc-
ture of higher education. Some 
students may lack family and com-
munity support. Others may strug-
gle just to get through the day.

Engage parents. Students can 
often feel disconnected from their 
families and communities and also 
experience anxiety, embarrass-
ment, shame and anger. Class-
room connection is limited, but if 
appropriate, consider including an 
activity that encourages students 
to engage with parents or other 
people in their lives. I have used a 
budget activity, a biography activity 
and an intergenerational pop cul-
ture activity successfully.

Facilitate connections. En-
courage students to connect with 
campus activities and groups. 
Alert them occasionally in class 
to events on the campus. If rele-
vant to the course, offer them extra 
credit for attending.
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