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Community colleges play a fundamental role in providing access to a college education for students from
diverse backgrounds. According to 2006 data, only 28.0% of first-time, full-time, degree-seeking
community college students graduate with degrees within 3 years. Fewer than 45.0% of students who
enter community college with a goal of achieving degrees or certificates are able to graduate within 6
years and 52.0% of first-time, full-time college students in public community colleges return for their 2nd
year. Moreover, only 8.5% of the state’s population aged 25 and older had earned 2-year degrees. The
purpose of this study is to explore the relationship between students' background, financial, academic,
and students’ timely graduation from a community college campus in central Florida.

The survey instrument was a questionnaire developed using Tinto’s (1995) student integration model as
the conceptual framework. The survey items were designed to capture background, financial, academic
variables. The questionnaire was presented on-line and hosted by SurveyMonkey.com.

INTRODUCTION

Student graduation rates are one of the most critical issues facing community colleges today (Bailey
& Alfonso, 2005; Craig & Ward, 2007; Derby, 2006). Community colleges play a fundamental role in
providing access to a college education for a wide variety of students from diverse backgrounds (Bailey et
al., 2004). However, graduation rates show that access alone is not enough. The American College
Testing (ACT, 2006), found that 28% of the first-time, full-time, degree-seeking community college
students graduate with degrees or certificates within 3 years, which is considered full time. Likewise,
approximately 45% of them who plan to earn degrees or certificates do so 6 years later, and only 52% of
students return for their 2nd year (ACT, 2006). Graduation rates are even lower for Hispanic students than
any other ethnic group. In 2007, the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES; as cited in Aud, Fox,
& KewalRamany, 2010) stated that Hispanic students age 25 to 29 years have the lowest percentage of
bachelor’s degrees than any other ethnic group as shown by the following percentages: 11% Hispanics,
33% Whites, 17% African Americans, 62% Asians, 13% Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islanders, and 12%
American Indians and Alaska Natives. Likewise, as of 2008, Hispanic students held the lowest percentage
of associate degrees than any other ethnic group as shown by the following percentages: 18% Hispanics,
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40% Whites, 26% African Americans, 56% Asians and Pacific Islanders, and 25% American Indians and
Alaska Natives (Aud et al., 2010).

Statement of the Problem

For many students, community colleges seem to be the only route to achieving a higher education.
Community colleges offer an open-door policy, which means that any student with a high school degree
can seek a higher education degree. Often, the majority of the students enrolled at a community college
are academically, economically, and socially disadvantaged (Bailey & Alfonso, 2005; Cohen & Brawer,
2009). For example, 30% of community college students are Black or Hispanic as compared to 20% of
students at 4-year institutions (Horn & Nevill, 2006). Moreover, 25% of community college students
come from low-income families compared to 20% of 4-year college students (Horn & Nevill, 2006).
Additionally, many Ist-year community college students need at least one remedial course and take a
longer time to complete the course than their peers (NCES, 2004).

Student persistence to graduation continues to remain a challenge for many community college
leaders in the state of Florida because many students who start their college careers at community
colleges never complete their degrees or certificates (Complete College America, 2011). Data from the
2005 to 2009 American Community Survey (as cited in the U.S. Census Bureau, 2009) showed little
increase in the state of Florida’s educational attainment rankings and almost no increase for Hispanic and
African American students. According to the data, only 16.3% of the state’s population aged 25 years or
older had earned bachelor’s degrees and 8.5% had earned associate degrees (U.S. Census Bureau, 2009).
Moreover, 14.1% of Hispanic students and 10.0% of African American students graduated with associate
degrees within 3 years (NCES, 2004). These statistics demonstrate an urgent need for the Florida
community college leaders to engage in meaningful analyses of the factors that impede college students’
persistence to graduation.

The focus of this study was a central Florida college that was established in 1967 as a comprehensive,
2-year, public institution and, as of 2011, evolved into a 4-year institution of higher learning. The college
is accredited by the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools to award associate and bachelor’s
degrees. Located in the central part of Florida, its programs and certificates serve the growing, diverse
population of the area. Although the college offers a variety of degrees and has an overall retention rate of
68.0%, students’ graduation rates could be higher; only 39.0% of students graduate within 3 years, and
only 12.0% of students graduate within 2 years. Among the graduates, 44.5% are Whites, 28.9% are
African Americans, 49.3% are Asians, 38.8% are Hispanics, and 10% are American Indians (Valencia
College, 2012).

The problem examined in this study was to explore the factors that hindered student persistence and
timely graduation from the community college. The lack of data precluded fully informed decision
making regarding the effectiveness of strategies for addressing persistence and graduation rate and in
identifying appropriate modifications to those strategies. Information from this study could assist college
leaders in reassessing their current persistence to graduation strategies to reflect all students’ needs.

Background and Justification

The community college has an open-admissions policy, which helps to enroll a wide variety of
traditional and nontraditional students, first-generation students, and full-time and part-time students as
well as returning students. The institution experiences increased student enrollment rates as well as
retention rates; however, the graduation rate remains low.

The college’s retention rate for the first-time, full-time, degree-seeking students from 2005 to 2009
was 65.6% (Valencia College, 2012). The above data indicated that a good percentage of students at the
college needed help identifying the factors that would enable them to persist in college and graduate on
time. Understanding the factors that influence student persistence in college could aid college
administrators and other organizations of the college to develop and implement strategies for all students
to persist and graduate on time.
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Deficiencies in the Evidence

Research on student persistence and graduation at community college institutions is limited because
most of the research has been done at 4-year institutions (Scoggin & Styron, 2006). The Florida
Department of Education (as cited in Cooper, 2010) reported that over 43% of all undergraduates are
enrolled in a community college; however, many of them do not graduate.

To understand and improve graduation rates, administrators and faculty must study and analyze the
needs of students at their particular institutions. The literature on student persistence and graduation
suggests that there is a need to explore, assess, and examine the barriers that prevent community college
students from graduating on time.

Audience

The issue of students’ timely graduation could benefit various stakeholders. This includes students
participating in the study; faculty who will be able to study, assess, and adopt new strategies based on the
study’s results; college administrators who will be able to reform their retention programs and incorporate
new strategies that will accommodate the student population likely to drop out; policy makers who will be
able to use the research results to create new policies or reform existing ones; and future students who
will be able to make decisions regarding whether to attend or not attend this community college based on
programs that serve their needs.

Definition of Terms
The following terms are defined for the purpose of this study.

Academic Integration Variables

According to Tinto’s (1995) student integration model, academic integration variables represent
interaction between the student and the college that facilitate student integration into the college. This
includes faculty-student interactions; classroom experiences; and diverse, student extracurricular activities
available to students (Strauss & Volkwein, 2004).

Academic Variables
These include personal study skills, class schedule, attendance, academic services, counseling
services, motivation, and cognitive and affective skills.

Environmental Factors
These include financial status, family support, responsibilities, child care, employment schedule, and
transportation.

Full-time Students
These are students who are enrolled in more than two courses within one quarter or semester at a
postsecondary educational institution (Aslanian, 2001).

Retention
This refers to the process of retaining students within a specific program or educational institution
until they complete the requirements needed for graduation.

Student Success

This refers to course completion and persistence of students to the 2nd year (Upcraft, Gardner, &
Barefoot, 2005).
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Self-efficacy

This refers to a person’s belief about his or her capabilities to perform in specific circumstances in
order to attain specific goals (Pintrich & Schunk, 2002). Self-efficacy relates to one’s expectations that
will influence the choice, level of persistence, and ability to overcome obstacles and aversive experiences.

Purpose of Study

The purpose of this study is to explore the relationship between background, financial, and academic
variables and students’ timely graduation from a community college campus in central Florida.
Educational attainment and college completion are imperative for students and for the future of the U.S.
economy as well as for U.S. democracy. The main goal of community colleges is to serve the social and
cultural needs of the communities of which they are part (Grubb, 2001) and to prepare students for the
workforce (Giegerich, 2006). Therefore, it is imperative that community colleges find a way to help
students develop skills and credentials they need for the 21-century global economy. For example, in the
state of Florida, by 2020, 63% of jobs will require college degrees; however, currently, only 32% of
Florida adults have associate degrees or higher (ACT, 2006). To this end, the college under study must
engage in new ways of thinking about graduating more students on time and not just retaining them.

LITERATURE REVIEW

This literature review examines the major factors that contribute to the high attrition rate of
community college students as well as a number of strategies that might be adopted to reduce attrition.
This review examines Tinto’s (1975, 1997) model of student integration, Astin’s (1993) model of
integration, and Nora’s (1990) model of student integration to develop a framework for the consideration
of factors most contributing to attrition in community college students.

These models argue that retention is the outcome of a combination or synergy between academic and
social belonging, academic and social, demographic or background student characteristics are addressed
in this review.

The review closes with strategies that have been developed by institutions to help community college
students navigate the phases of community college attendance. These strategies include mentoring,
advising during induction, and transfer and the creation of communities of learning to reinforce Tinto’s
(as cited in Escobedo, 2007; Gonzalez, 2011b; Mackay, 2009; Smith, 2010; Stimpfel, 2008; Veenstra,
2009; Woolsey & Shepler, 2007) belief in the interaction of academic and social dimensions of college
life as leading to retention.

Limitations of Graduation Rate as a Measure of Success

Although graduation rate, the measure of retention, has been the focus of a great deal of research for
improving community college retention rates recently, another line of research argues that graduation
rates themselves tell only part of the story of what community colleges do. Sbrega (2012) noted that
“anyone who fixates on graduation rates has little understanding not only of the rich mission and value of
our community colleges, but also how deeply flawed and inadequate those rates are as a principle
assessment tool for the performance of community colleges” (p. 1) . Furthermore, Sbrega argued that,
although a 15% graduation rate is very low, 85% of community college students should not be included in
the graduation rate database because they do not take a full load of courses and have no intention of
graduating.

Factors Contributing to Low Graduation Rates at Community Colleges

Research on college-level attrition is grounded in some well-established models (Astin, 1993; Deil-
Amen, 2002; Mannan, 2007; Tinto, 1985, 1987, 1995, 1997). Deil-Amen (2011) argued that Tinto’s
(1985, 1987, 1995, 1997) model of student integration as well as Astin’s (1993) theory of integration and
Pascarella’s model was primarily constructed to explain dropout behavior among 4-year college students
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and address the problems experienced by traditional college students, whereas it has not been applied to
community colleges and nontraditional students.

Student Background Factors

Although research on college retention traditionally focused on academic predictors such as the
Scholastic Assessment Test (SAT) and the American College Test (ACT) scores, grade point averages
(GPAs), and other measures and showed that high school GPAs and standardized test scores were the
strongest predictors of college GPAs, it is also true that prediction of success based strictly on academic
values had only modest success (Bahr, 2008b; Breier, 2010; Chapa & Schink, 2006; Crisp & Nora, 2010;
Doyle, 2006; Kurlaender, 2006; Lundberg, 2010; Malcom, 2010; Martinez & Fernandez, 2004;
O’Connor, 2009; Perrakis, 2008). As a result, many researchers have begun to refocus on noncognitive
factors that may reinforce or deter from purely academic factors as a measure of prediction for college
success.

Ethnicity

Martinez and Fernandez (2004) noted that 70% of all students in higher education are enrolled at
community colleges, but, although minority students represent 21% of students in higher education, they
represent 60% of students at community colleges. This means that minority students are overrepresented
at community colleges. Reasons for this overrepresentation include low tuition, proximity to home, the
availability of evening courses, remedial education, open admissions, and flexible schedules. Among
Latinos enrolled in higher education, 60% are enrolled in community colleges. Some 50% to 87% of
Latinos in community colleges aspire to bachelor’s degrees, indicating a desire and motivation to succeed
in college life. However, at the same time, research pointed to “the abysmally low percentage of Latino
transfer rates to 4-year institutions” (Martinez & Fernandez, 2004, p. 53).

One reason for this research finding is that Latinos are more likely to drop out of community colleges
with attrition rates as high as 80% in one study cited by Martinez and Fernandez (2004). Half of Latino
students never complete postsecondary degrees. In examining, why the transfer rate from community
colleges is so low with no more than 15% of all students transferring, the authors indicated that the onset
of a more vocational purpose in community colleges may be a factor. They noted that this transition
relegated community college to the bottom of the hierarchy of higher education. This may cause Latino
students a specific problem as they enter community colleges with espoused goals to transfer to 4-year
colleges, but, then, the college support services focus on only vocational programs, thereby,
“shortchanging the type of curriculum and student services needed to successfully transfer to senior
institutions” (Martinez & Fernandez, 2004, p. 54). In spite of their ambitions, if Latino students are not
encouraged and mentored to transfer, many of them may not do so. As a result, students do not have the
information or have not accumulated the credits needed to transfer, and they flounder. Low expectations
and lack of articulation of pathways compound the problem. If, moreover, the administration leadership
does not hold it as a matter of shared responsibility that the students will transfer, without this
institutional level support, the odds of transfer greatly decrease.

Financial Issues

Tinto (1997) was noted for creating a longitudinal model of student dropout focused on the concept of
integration that has become typical in the graduation rate and retention research. Tinto (as quoted in
Breier, 2010) pointed out that individual departure from institutions can be viewed as arising out of a
longitudinal process of interactions between individual with given attributes, skills, financial resources,
prior educational experiences and dispositions (intentions and commitments) and other members of the
academic and social systems of the institution. (p. 658)

This systemic view of attrition views dropout as occurring because of factors in the academic and
social or personal integration areas. Although Tinto’s (1997) model formed the basis of much attrition
research over the past generation, Breier (2010) pointed out that the model has been criticized for its
emphasis on the individual and downplaying other external factors linked to larger social, political, or
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economic forces. Breier also noted that largely Tinto assumed financial ability in most students and
declared that financial considerations were of secondary importance to the decisions most students made.

Breier (2010) noted that, in Tinto’s model, financial considerations are most relevant to decision
making at the point when the student is applying to college and deciding whether to attend full time or
part time. Later on in college life, Tinto (1997) believed that financial reasons often masked other true
reasons for student withdrawal such as dissatisfaction with the institution. “Their citing financial reasons
for leaving is simply another way of stating their view that the benefits of continued attendance do not
outweigh the costs of doing so” (Breier, 2010, p. 660). Critics of this viewpoint, however, have found that
student and parent perceptions of the ability to pay are important for attendance and for integration.

Financial pressure can also shape the college experience of students in positive and negative ways.
Breier (2010) explored the degree to which financial considerations impact college completion in a
population of low-socioeconomic students in South Africa. Many of the students experienced poverty and
even food insecurity, meaning that financial considerations were important. Study results reflected that
more leavers still relied on their family for finances than graduates, more of whom had part-time jobs.
The leavers also had poorer results in the graduation tests in high school. Leavers were also brought up in
a way that placed less emphasis on being motivated and focused. A cultural fit problem with the
institution was also stated as a reason for dropping out as was HIV and AIDS.

Breier (2010) found that financial reasons not only loomed large as a reason for dropping out but also
that, contrary to Tinto (1997) who argued that finances only played a part in attendance decisions,
financial strains or pressure points arose at several points during the year to precipitate dropping out due
to financial pressures. Although sudden demands can lead to departure, Breier also found that work-study
programs can help students at these points. Thus, finances play a major role in not only a low-
socioeconomic student’s decision to attend college but also can also lead to premature departure after
registration “either because of unexpected financial demands or because the student underestimated the
full cost of higher education” (Breier, 2010, p. 670). Social capital and personal habits may, in some
cases, also offset the post registration pressures.

Chan, Chau, and Chan (2012) added still another dimension to the financial issues linked to student
success based on the idea of social capital or the degree to which student financial management
knowledge and skills contribute to their student debt and money problems. Chan et al. applied Kidwell
and Turrisi’s (2004) model on the financial management skills of Hong Kong college students. This
model of money management links student debt to student financial management skill and has been used
by colleges to screen college students’ applications for financial aid. The model is based on the theory of
planned behavior and the theory of social behavior, an extension of the theory of reasoned action, both of
which found that a person’s behavior can be predicted by behavioral intention, depending on attitude and
subjective norm. Perceived behavior control has also been added to this model. In financial matters, not
only student beliefs about money but also past behavior and habit as they intersect with social pressure
account for current financial habits. Chan et al. found that 8.9% of respondents had financial problems,
30.0% with regard to funding extracurricular activities, and 20.5% reporting that financial concerns
influenced their academic work. As a result, 35.8% of students had part-time jobs although 45.5% of
students were supported by their parents.

With regard to student beliefs and attitudes, Chan et al. (2012) confirmed that the likelihood of
students engaging in healthy financial management practices is linked to their attitudes about debt and
other financial control issues. Thus, in addition to financial problems, if students have not learned
responsible financial behavior, that, too, could negatively impact their time in community colleges.

Nontraditional Students

Social or personal factors also account for the fact that community colleges are more likely to host not
only traditional college-age students but also a greater number of older students who have not attended
college, defined as being over the age of 25 years (Crisp & Nora, 2010). A student who is over 25 years is
classified in the literature as a nontraditional college student. For these older students, the fact that college
is being inserted into a life that has previously taken other directions may or may not compromise their

102 Journal of Higher Education Theory and Practice Vol. 19(6) 2019



graduation rates. Factors utilized to determine the likelihood of graduation in traditional-aged college
students in community colleges may not apply to older students (Breier, 2010).

The presence of older students in community colleges may skew graduation rates as well as retention
policy in community colleges. One study indicated that 35% of students in community colleges were over
the age of 25 years and had never previously attended college (Calcagno, Crosta, Bailey, & Jenkins,
2007). These older students are more likely to be married, caring for children, and less likely to engage
with traditional-aged college students on campus. Older students also are more likely to be enrolled part
time, enrolled in an occupational as opposed to an academic program, and seeking occupational
certificates as opposed to associate degrees. Older students are also much less likely to be thinking of
transferring to 4-year colleges. The fact that many older students are first-time college students means,
however, that they may be more motivated because 60% often seek some types of degree. Calcagno et al.
(2007) based their research on Tinto’s model of student integration as well as Bean’s (1982) student
attrition model, both of which call for institutions to foster engagement to aid in retention.

Data from attrition studies generally revealed that students who had good high school records came
from higher income families, had parents who went to college, attended full time, received aid, and did
not interrupt college were more likely to graduate. Bean’s (1982) model of attrition attends to the special
problems of older students and recognizes that they are “more negatively affected by environmental
factors than they are positively affected by social and academic integration,” meaning that they are more
likely to drop out (Calcagno et al., 2007, p. 775). Furthermore, older students may not require integration
in order to graduate.

Tinto’s (1997) and Bean’s (1982) models have also been used as the basis for tracking pathways
through college, pointing to several key junctures where students are more likely to drop out and setting
up a model of which milestones need to be reached in the pathway toward graduation in a certain amount
of time in order to remain on target for graduation (Calcagno et al. 2007).

Student Academic Factors

Henderson, Nunez-Rodriguez, and Casari (2011) reported that 70% of college-level instructors
believed that students are not being adequately prepared in high school to read and comprehend complex
materials, 66% believed students are not taught to think analytically, and 59% believed that they were not
trained to do research. Henderson et al. specifically studied this problem in a community college serving
90% African American and Hispanic students. Some 80% of the student body required developmental or
remediation classes upon entering the community college. The researchers tested the effectiveness of a
research unit in a General Biology course to help community college students overcome research
problems. The degree to which students developed information literacy skills was measured by a pretest
and posttest structure.

The results reflected that the degree of confidence students had in seeking information increased from
27% before the course to 74% after taking the course. The degree of student confidence in navigating the
library’s resources likewise increased from 17% to 88%, and the percentage of students who used peer-
reviewed scientific material in this context of research for this biology course increased to 40% over the
period of the course. Some 86% recognized the impact of this learning experience on the improvement of
their general education skills. Overall, then, although finding that incoming freshmen at a community
college were in need of remedial education, Henderson et al. (2011) also found that students were able to
develop research skills in the context of a biology course, regardless of demographic or academic
backgrounds. As the literacy skills learned in the course influenced student performance favorably in all
areas of their lives, Henderson et al. concluded that “colleges can help their students succeed not only in
their academic studies but in their workplace and personal lives” (p. 274).

Academic Integration Factors

A considerable body of research has shown that student academic integration, defined by the time and
energy a student gives to educationally purposeful activities, is strongly correlated with graduation rates.
More recent research suggested that student engagement may be even more important for minority and
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Ist-year college students (Bahr, 2008b; Eagan & Jaeger, 2009; Fruge & Ropers-Huilman, 2008; Jacoby,
2006; Kim, 2007; Leigh & Gill, 2009; Nutting, 2011). Research has indicated that, on average, most
African American and Hispanic college students carry more than two risk factors of leaving college,
whereas the possession of any one risk factor greatly increases their chance of attrition. This is because
minority students are more likely to be independent financially, which means they work, are part-time
students, and have dependents. They are also less academically prepared and often require transitional
support to enter college.

Strategies for Improving Graduation Rates Based on Retention and Integration Models

Many of the strategies developed to help with community college retention likely have been modeled
on and, then, modified from retention strategies developed for 4-year college students (Escobedo, 2007;
Gonzalez, 2011a; Mackay, 2009; Smith, 2010; Stimpfel, 2008; Veenstra, 2009; Woolsey & Shepler,
2007). Veenstra (2009) reported that retention became an issue in 4-year colleges when administrators
began to notice that freshmen years suffered excessive departures of students. This forced institutions to
create student support activities based on a student’s precollege characteristics, ranging from academic to
social and socioeconomic factors, to help improve freshmen-year retention. The urgency of retention
efforts was redoubled when cost-benefit studies indicated how much it cost a college to lose a student to
attrition compared to what was gained by retention. These have taken the form of orientation, freshmen
experience programs, transition programming, mentoring, advising, learning communities, and other
engagement activities, all designed for freshmen (Veenstra, 2009). Most of these programs have been
influenced by Tinto’s (1987) model relative to the academic and social side of the student as they measure
such precollege characteristics as high school academic performance, quantitative skills, confidence in
quantitative skills, study habits, commitment to career, commitment to college the student is attending,
financial needs not met, family support, and social engagement. Veenstra proposed a model for an
optimal freshman retention program based on these factors that may well serve as a model for community
college retention strategies as well.

One strategy developed by some community colleges to improve student engagement and, therefore,
retention rate, was to put students into learning communities. Learning communities include groups of
students with similar needs placed in clusters who take the same courses in order to develop academic and
social integration. Learning communities also create a seamless learning environment by coordinating
different courses in a curriculum so that students are better able to see how their studies connect.

Smith (2010) examined the effectiveness of learning communities at 13 different community colleges
for students who speak English as a second language. Smith presented a case study that compared the
retention rates of students who were placed in a learning community with one developmental course and
students who were only placed in a stand-alone developmental course. The results indicated that
participation in the learning community improved student self-perception as students and their perception
of the value of their education and revealed that they felt more supported by the institution.

METHODOLOGY

The purpose of this study is to explore the relationship between selected background, financial, and
academic variables and students’ timely graduation from a community college campus in central Florida
that was the focus of this study. The literature review showed that most research on retention had been
done at 4-year colleges. Therefore, this research contributed to the body of knowledge on retention
strategies at the community college level (Romano & Dellow, 2009; Sbrega, 2012). The literature review
highlighted the fact that community college students tend to have different characteristics than 4-year
college students because they are likely to be nontraditional students who typically are older, are working,
have children, and have a busy schedule that prevents them from integrating in college activities. Lack of
preparedness for college and for interaction with community college officials and lack of adequate college
support are challenges confronting nontraditional students that need to be addressed with situational
reforms.
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Participants

The population for this study was first-time, full-time students who graduated between 2011 and 2013
at one community college campus in central Florida. From this population, a sample of 100 students was
selected based on the anticipated survey results. The primary factor for selecting 2011 to 2013 was an
anticipated higher response rate by participants in the study based on their recent experiences with the
community college. The basis for focusing on first-time, full-time students who graduated in 2011 to
2013, rather than on all students who graduated during that time period, was to explore and understand
which variables contributed to their timely graduation.

A participation letter was emailed to the participants inviting to take the survey and explaining the
procedures (see Appendix A). The letter explained the purpose and importance of the survey, that
participation was voluntary, that individual students’ names were not attached to any responses, and the
intended use of the results.

Instruments

A survey questionnaire was used to collect data for this research. A questionnaire is “a form used in
survey designs that participants in a study complete and return to the researcher” (Creswell, 2005, p. 402).
There are several types of questionnaires used in quantitative survey research; however, the type that was
used in this research study was an electronic questionnaire.

The survey questionnaire method used the following scales: nominal, ordinal, and ratio. According to
Babbie (2004), nominal measures are for variables that are mutually exclusive and exhaustive, ordinal
scales are a comparative measurement that ranks variables by stating that one is more than another, and
ratio measures are levels of measurement that describe variables that have the characteristics of all of the
aforementioned scales of measurement and have a true zero point.

The researchers developed a questionnaire that was used to collect data on the participants’
perceptions and experiences of the factors that contributed to their timely graduation. The questionnaire
used a 5-point Likert-like scale, which, according to Creswell (2003), is the most frequently used form for
studies such as this. Likewise, “Yes,” “No,” and open response questions were also used in the
questionnaire. The study measured students’ perceptions and experiences that contributed to their timely
graduation. Development of the survey questions was guided by the study’s conceptual framework,
Tinto’s (1975) student integration model. The validity of the Tinto (1975) model has been tested in
various institutional settings.

Procedures
The electronic survey developed by the researchers consisted of two parts: The first part included a
welcome screen and informed consent form, and the second part consisted of the survey questionnaire.
The following are the contents of the survey:
1. Welcome screen and informed consent form. The survey began with a welcome screen

stating the basic purpose of the survey followed by the informed consent. Survey participants
had to agree to the conditions stated in the informed consent before they could continue to
complete the survey. The informed consent form guaranteed participants confidentiality and
that they would be able to exit the survey at any time.

2. Survey questionnaire. The survey questionnaire (see Appendix B) conformed to Tinto’s
(1975) conceptual framework. It consisted of background, financial, academic, and
institutional integration variables. Background variables included those related to gender,
race, age, year of graduation, and the highest level of formal education completed by parents.
Financial variables included those related to financial support, financial aid, and employment
during college. Academic variables included those related to high school preparation, campus
activities, and developmental courses. Last, institutional integration variables included those

Journal of Higher Education Theory and Practice Vol. 19(6) 2019 105



related to effective teaching, faculty interaction, academic feedback, and class registration
availability.

After the survey was created, the next step was to build a student graduate participant database that
included 2011 to 2013. The researcher obtained permission from the college’s registrar who was
responsible for certifying graduation credentials to access the data bank that contained the list of the first-
time, full time students who had graduated in 2011, 2012, and 2013, along with their email addresses.

The survey questionnaire was administered online using SurveyMonkey web-service software accessed at
SurveyMonkey.com. This self-service website allowed the researcher to upload and manage participant
contact information and survey administration tools, including those for tracking survey responses and
sending personalized electronic messages. The SurveyMonkey.com website stores the list of participants’
emails as well as responses in a password-protected location, which was accessible only to the researcher.

The researchers uploaded the e-mail addresses list of the first-time, full time students who graduated
in 2011, 2012, and 2013 into the SurveyMonkey.com website where it was integrated with the survey
administration services component. The following steps were conducted through the automated
SurveyMonkey process:

1. Participants received an email invitation to participate in the study and take the survey. A link
to the survey website was included in the email.
The survey contained the required consent form.
Participants were invited to take the survey upon approval of the consent form.

hali

An email reminder was sent a week later to those who did not respond.
5. Another email reminder was sent a week later to those who did not respond.

All data collected in this study were analyzed using Statistical Package for the Social Sciences
(SPSS), Version 22.0. The results of the study were analyzed, conclusions drawn, and recommendations
reported.

Limitations

Obtaining a higher response rate was a limitation for this study. Additionally, because the survey was
confined to one campus, to one group of students (i.e., first-time, full-time students), and to a selected
time period (2011 to 2013), the results may not be generalizable to the entire community college.

Results

The purpose of this study is to explore the factors that influence students’ timely graduation at the
community college. The researchers identified background, financial, and academic variables and
explored the relationship between those variables and students’ timely graduation at the community
college campus that was the focus of this study. Data for this research were collected using a survey
questionnaire that encompassed the variables identified above. The ultimate aim of the study was to
provide insight into the high rate of students who did not graduate on time and the strategies that may be
most effective in reducing that rate. In order to provide focus for this study, the following research
question was established:

1. What is the relationship between background, financial, and academic variables related to
first-time, full-time students who graduated between 2011 and 2013 from the community
college campus and the students’ timely graduation; specifically, is there a statistically
significant correlation between the variables and graduation, and what is the strength of the
correlation?

Tinto’s (1975) student integration model guided the development of the survey questionnaire items
used for the study. The survey included 16 items encompassing student background variables, financial
variables, and academic variables.
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There were six items related to background variables, including items addressing age, gender, and
race and ethnicity. There were four items related to financial variables, including items addressing
financial support, financial aid, and employment during college.

There were seven academic variables, including those related to high school preparation, campus
activities, and developmental courses.

The survey questionnaire was administered online using SurveyMonkey web-service software into
which the email addresses of the individuals composing the sample group were entered and integrated
with the web-based survey administration services component. Participants received an email invitation to
participate in the study and take the survey. A link to the survey website was included in the email. The
survey contained a participation letter. Participants were invited to take the survey upon approval of a
consent form.

A total of 3,884 surveys were disseminated to prospective survey participants using
SurveyMonkey. One week following initial dissemination, an email reminder was sent via
SurveyMonkey to the individuals who had not responded. Two weeks later, another email reminder
was sent to the individuals who had not responded to the second email.

The total number of survey respondents was 91, generating a 2.4% response rate. Although the number
of emails was high, not all were active as many students moved or stopped using and receiving emails
from the college; therefore, the survey invitations never reached them.

Statistical analysis of the survey data was completed using SPSS, Version 22.0. Selected survey items
were coded and are referenced in the survey result tables.

Demographics of Survey Participants

The demographics included age, gender, and race and ethnicity. Of 91 survey respondents, 35
were male (38.5%), and 56 were female (61.5%). The mean age of respondents was 24.16 years with a
standard deviation of 6.8.

The race and ethnicity of the survey respondents included 47 White (51.6%), 21 Hispanic (23.1%),
11 African American (12.1%), nine multiple ethnicity or other (9.9%), and three Asian Indian (3.3%).
The demographics of the sample participants were consistent with those individuals attending
community colleges in the United States.

Correlation Analysis Results

Correlation analysis was used to describe the strength and direction of the linear relationship between
two or more variables.

Table 1 indicates a strong, positive relationship between the father’s education and the
mother’s education (» =.55), which indicated that there was a relationship between parents’ education
and students’ timely graduation. Academically prepared for college was positively correlated with
high school preparation for college (» = .44) and self-motivated to do well in school (» = .36), which
indicated that there was a relationship between high school preparation and graduating on time from
college.
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TABLE 1
CORRELATION BETWEEN FATHER’S EDUCATION, MOTHER’S EDUCATION,
ACADEMICALLY PREPARED FOR COLLEGE, SELF-MOTIVATION, AND
HIGH SCHOOL PREPARATION FOR COLLEGE (N =91)

Variable A B C D E

A

Pearson correlation 1.000 0.556%* -0.203 0.150 -0.247*
Sig. (2-tailed) -- .000 .054 .155 0.18
B 0.556%* 1.000 -0.239* -0.025 -0.250*
Pearson correlation .000 -- 0.23 812 017
Sig. (2-tailed)

C -0.203 -0.239%* 1.000 0.368%* 0.4471%*
Pearson correlation .054 0.23 - .000 .000
Sig. (2-tailed)

D 0.150 -0.025 0.368** 1.000 0.125
Pearson correlation 155 812 .000 - .239
Sig. (2-tailed)

E -0.247* -0.250%* 0.441%* 0.125 1.000
Pearson correlation 018 017 .000 239 -

Sig. (2-tailed)

Note. A = father’s education; B = mother’s education; C = academically prepared for college; D = self-motivated to
do well in school; E = high school preparation for college.

“correlation is significant at the .05 level (2-tailed).

“correlation is significant at the .01 level (2-tailed).

Table 2 indicates a strong, positive relationship between the persistence in college and overall
satisfaction in college (» = .52), which indicated that students persisting in college were overall satisfied
with their college experiences. Financial aid support was negatively correlated with overall satisfied with
college experience (r = .39), which indicated that the need for financial aid made it harder for students to
enjoy their college experiences. Working to support family was negatively correlated with persistence in
college (r = -.45) and overall satisfied with college experience (» = -.44), which indicated that students did
not enjoy their college experiences because they had to work to support their families.
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TABLE 2
CORRELATION BETWEEN NONFINANCIAL SUPPORT, FINANCIAL SUPPORT, WORK TO
SUPPORT FAMILY, OVERALL SATISFACTION IN COLLEGE, AND
PERSISTENCE IN COLLEGE (N =91)

Variable A B C D E

A

Pearson correlation 1.000 0.035 0.223* -0.393** -0.003
Sig. (2-tailed) -- 742 .033 .000 975
B

Pearson correlation 0.035 1.000 -0.234%* -0.200 -0.088
Sig. (2-tailed) 742 -- .026 .057 A48
C

Pearson correlation 0.223* 0.234 1.000 -0.440%** -0.456%*
Sig. (2-tailed) .033 .026 - .000 .000
D

Pearson correlation -0.393%* -0.200 -0.440%** 1.000 0.524%**
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .057 .000 -- .000
E

Pearson correlation -0.003 -0.088 0.456** 0.524%*%* 1.000
Sig. (2-tailed) 975 408 .000 .000 -

Note. A = nonfinancial support; B = financial support; C = work to support family; D = overall satisfaction in
college; E = persistence in college.

“correlation is significant at the .05 level (2-tailed).

“correlation is significant at the .01 level (2-tailed).

Table 3 indicates the strength of the correlation coefficients between males and females and the
selected variable. From the output given below, the correlation between academically prepared for
college, self-motivated to do well in college, and persistence in college was insignificant for males (r =
.189 and r = -.014), whereas, for females, there was a strong, positive correlation (» =.370 and » = .390).
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TABLE 3
CORRELATION RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN GENDER AND ACADEMICALLY PREPARED
FOR COLLEGE, SELF-MOTIVATED TO DO WELL IN COLLEGE,
AND PERSISTENCE IN COLLEGE

Variable A B C
Male

A

Pearson correlation 1.000 0.189 0.014

Sig. (2-tailed) -- 276 .935

B 0.189 1.000 0.213

Pearson correlation 276 - 218

Sig. (2-tailed)

C

Pearson correlation -0.014 0.213 1.000

Sig. (2-tailed) .935 218 -
Female

A

Pearson correlation 1.000 0.374%* 0.393%*

Sig. (2-tailed) - .005 .003

B

Pearson correlation 0.374%* 1.000 0.524%**

Sig. (2-tailed) .005 - .000

C

Pearson correlation 0.393** 0.542%%* 1.000

Sig. (2-tailed) .003 .000 -

Note. A = academically prepared for college; B = Self-motivated to do well in college; C = persistence in college;
N for males = 35; N for females = 56.
“correlation is significant at the .01 level (2-tailed).

Multiple Regressions Analysis Results

Multiple regressions were used to show how well a set of variables were able to predict a particular
outcome. For the purpose of this research, standard multiple regression was used in which independent
(predictor) variables were entered into the equation simultaneously (Stevens, 1996).

Table 4 shows how much of the variance (R’) in the dependent variable (overall college satisfaction)
was explained by the independent variables (persistence in college, no financial aid support, financial aid
support, race, campus activities, gender, mother’s education, self-motivated to do well in school, prepared
for college, working to support family, and father’s education), which was .484. Expressed as a
percentage, this means that the model explained 48.4% of the variance in overall college satisfaction.
Moreover, the model reached statistical significance (Sig = .000, p <.0005).
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TABLE 4
REGRESSION ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE FOR VARIABLES
PREDICTING TIMELY GRADUATION

Model SS df MS F Sig.
Regression 35.994 11 3.272 6.724 .000*
Residual 38.446 79 0.487

Note. R’ = .484; dependent variable = overall students’ satisfaction in college; * predictors of timely graduation =
persistent in college, no financial aid support, financial aid support, race, gender, campus activities, mother’s
education, self-motivated to do well in college, academically prepared to do well in college, work to support family,
and father’s education.

Table 5 indicates the coefficients, specifically, the column Beta, of the variable included in the
regression model contributed to the prediction of the dependent variable. The largest beta coefficient was
495 for student persistence in college. This means that student persistence in college made the strongest
unique contribution to explaining the dependent variable when the variance explained by all the other
variables in the column Beta, of the variable included in the regression model contributed to the
prediction of the dependent variable. The largest beta coefficient was .495 for student persistence in
college. This means that student persistence in college made the strongest unique contribution to
explaining the dependent variable when the variance explained by all the other variables in the regression
model was controlled for. The beta value for financial aid support was .400, and the lower beta values
indicated that these variables made less of a contribution.

TABLE 5
REGRESSION COEFFICIENTS OF THE MEASURED INDEPENDENT VARIABLES
ON THE DEPENDENT VARIABLE

Unstandardized coefficients Standardized coefficients
Variable Beta Std. error Beta t Sig.
A .032 .041 .087 0.785 435
N .003 .037 .008 0.074 941
C 210 178 113 1.176 243
D -.039 .089 -.040 -0.434 .666
E -.236 .055 -.400 -4.313 .000
F -.400 .194 -.195 -2.060 .043
G -.069 .075 -.095 -0.919 361
H -.080 .084 -.100 -0.959 .340
I -.051 .089 -.048 0.567 572
J -.059 147 -.043 -0.403 .688
K .546 113 495 4.824 .000

Note. dependent variable = overall student satisfaction; A = father’s education; B = mother’s education; C = gender;
D = race; E = no financial aid support; F = financial aid support; G = work to support family; H = prepared to do
well in college; I = campus activities; J = self-motivated to do well in college;

K = persistent in college.

The research question’s results showed that the independent variables (background variable, financial
variable, and academic variables) explained 48.4% of the variance in the dependent variable, overall
college experience satisfaction. However, of all the independent variables analyzed, student persistence in
college made the largest, unique contribution to the dependent variable (beta = .495).

This chapter presented the results of data analysis. Investigation revealed that student persistence in
college was the strongest predictors of students’ timely graduation. In addition, faculty interest in student
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achievement, teaching effectiveness, faculty encouragement, and faculty ongoing feedback were also
predictors of students ‘timely graduation. However, other variables were correlated and demonstrated
considerable influence over students’ timely graduation.

CONCLUSION

The findings of this study demonstrated that, although background and academic integration factors
exerted a significant influence on community college students’ overall satisfaction with college (the proxy
for timely graduation), academic integration variables surpassed background variables in their influence.
This finding underscored the fallacy of relying on students’ socioeconomic backgrounds or high school
performances for explaining their success or failure in college. Indeed, these findings placed the
responsibility for ensuring that all students had access to rewarding college experiences squarely on
community college administration and confirmed the critical importance of faculty in facilitating
students’ persistence and graduation.

Of the background variables examined in relation to Research Question 1, persistence exerted the
strongest influence on students’ timely graduation. The powerful impact of academic integration variables
reinforced the message that community college administrators cannot dismiss students’ lack of
persistence on individual factors such as low-SES, first-generation status, poor motivation, or inadequate
high school preparation for their difficulties in progressing through college. In fact, attempting to shift the
blame to insufficient academic preparation belies the mission of community colleges to educate all
students, not to mention the policy mandate to provide students in need of remediation with appropriate
academic supports.

A distinctive feature of community colleges is the need to synthesize academic and social integration
for students who often do not have time for socializing on campus. Academic integration was selected as
the focus of study based on research demonstrating that academic integration is the overriding integration
factor in the college experiences of community college students (Deil-Amen, 2011). However, that does
not negate the importance of social integration, which can be accomplished classroom arrangements and
faculty practices that simultaneously build academic and social integration.

Suggestions for Future Research

More research needs to be conducted on the factors that influence persistence among part-time
students who are at particular risk for dropping out and adult students older than 24 years of age who may
differ in their motivations and preferences than their younger counterparts. Academic integration may be
particularly important for adult learners, and it is possible that their interactions with faculty who may be
their own age or younger and preferences for classroom instruction differ from younger students.
This study examined academic integration factors, but it did not directly explore any specific practices.
Future research should explore the nature of practices and techniques associated with excellent classroom
instruction, faculty support for achievement, faculty encouragement, and ongoing feedback.

Limitations

A notable limitation of this study was that the focus was on timely graduation to the exclusion of
transfer. Transfer is one aspect of the community college mission that is often neglected. Tinto (1987)
recognized that there is a difference between students’ persistence and commitment to the institution,
which affects graduation. The relationship of persistence to transfer is a good topic for future research.
There is definitely a need for more research on how administrators and faculty influence transfer to a
baccalaureate program.

Significance

This study confirmed the significance of the model explaining background factors and the persistence
and timely graduation in community college students. This model can be used to guide future research on
the college experience and success of community college students.

112 Journal of Higher Education Theory and Practice Vol. 19(6) 2019



Summary

It is widely accepted that we live in a competitive global society where education beyond high school
is requisite for employment success. Community colleges are serving increasingly higher proportions of
students in higher education but with disappointing results. Not even one third of first-time, full-time
community college students who aspire to earn degrees or certificates accomplish this within 3 years, and
less than half accomplish this within 6 years (ACT, 2006). Community colleges serve disproportionate
numbers of low-income, minority, and first-generation students, but these students are at particular risk
for dropping out before they have earned degrees.

The failure of community colleges to promote the successful degree completion of students runs
counter to the mission of public, 2-year colleges to extend opportunities for higher learning to all
individuals. Open enrollment policies and low tuition rates expand access to higher education, but they
also work to create a student population that is more vulnerable to dropping out than their more
advantaged peers. Neglecting the unique needs of these students implies that community college
administrators are ailing the population their institutions are intended to serve. Furthermore, community
colleges have obligations to multiple stakeholders with increasing demands for results.

This study was designed to examine the factors that influenced first-time, full-time community
college students’ persistence to timely graduation. Closely aligned with timely graduation, overall
satisfaction served as a proxy for timely graduation (Manner et al., 2004). Tinto’s (as cited in Deil-Amen,
2011) model of student integration served as the conceptual framework for this study but was adapted to
reflect the precedence of academic integration over social integration in shaping the experiences of
students attending community college. Using multiple modes of analysis, this study examined the
significance of background and academic integration variables.

There were strong correlations between the factors examined. Of all the background factors,
persistence in college had the most decisive effect. Academic integration variables have the power to
influence students’ persistence.

There are many empirically proven practices for enriching the college experiences of community
college students and keeping their motivation high for timely graduation. Adopting excellent practices for
teaching, learning, and providing students with ongoing support and encouragement is in the best interests
of the institutions and the students they serve.
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