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Objective: 

     In the Spring of 2005, the College of Alameda (COA) Academic Faculty Senate and administrators became concerned when our student enrollment figures dropped by about 17% over the past year’s spring enrollment figures (2004).  This study was undertaken to take a cold, hard, systematic look at why we experienced such losses, with an eye to seeing what improvements, if any, might boost future enrollments.
Historical Overview:

     Significant evidence exists that the California community college system has been experiencing a state-wide drop in enrollment; according to a March 2005 California Department of Finance study, in 2003-2004 California’s community colleges witnessed a “second consecutive year reflecting a drop in enrollment after seven years of steady growth” (i.e., -6.5% in Fall 03, projections of -2.3% in Fall 04).
  Furthermore, a 2005 Contra Costa Times article reported that because the Contra Costa Community College District “enrolled the equivalent of 1,700 fewer full-time students that year than in 2003-04” they stood to lose “as much as $5 million…in state funding next year”. 
  It would appear that the College of Alameda’s (COA) 2005 enrollment drops were part of a larger, state-wide demographic trend.  And while it might feel good to know that some of this couldn’t be helped, if we don’t get our enrollment numbers back up it won’t matter in the long run why we lost those students.  Thus, in an attempt to boost our enrollment, this study was undertaken to figure out why those students left us, and what, if anything, we could have done to keep them from leaving in the first place. 
Methods Section: 

      In order to obtain data that would be representative of the students that left, we conducted a randomly selected phone-survey of the 5000 students who failed to return to the COA in Fall 2005 for whatever reason.  Students were called up and asked a number of questions as to why they failed to return to the COA in either the Spring or Summer of 2005, and whether they had encountered anything at the COA that made them want to either quit or transfer to another academic or vocational learning institution. 
     The names and phone numbers of 323 student respondents were randomly drawn from a list provided by the Peralta Community College District (PCCD) of all the students who had attended COA in 2004, but did not return in 2005.  A power analysis indicated that we would need about 300 students to generate a representative sample, so we over sampled a bit to 323 to help compensate for any uncodeable/unusable surveys that we were likely to get back. 

     To gather our data we trained and utilized eight student laborers from the COA Financial Aid Department (FAD).  We hired workers who spoke a variety of languages (English, Spanish, Mandarin, Vietnamese, Farsi, Afghani, etc.) so we would not exclude the opinions of our foreign and ESL students.  Whenever a selected student or a household spoke a foreign language the name was reassigned to one of our worker-callers who did appear to speak the respondent’s language.  The callers were also instructed to make three calls, over both the day and early evening periods, to accommodate students who worked different shifts.  
   The phone survey consisted of 4 questions that ascertained the following information: 1) does the selected student belong in our survey?; 2) why did they leave COA?; 3) What problem/s (if any) made them want to leave COA?; and 4) what kind of courses were they taking? (see Questions 2-5 in Appendix 1.1 at the end of this report for the actual wording of the questions).  

Who was in our sample? 

     Because our principal mission was to find out: 1) why so many students had left, and 2) whether we were doing anything to drive them away, it would not have been appropriate to administer the usual “student satisfaction” surveys that are given every other year.  Such “satisfaction” surveys only tell us how the overall student community  feels about various parts of the school, but not the more critical questions of why students leave, and whether we were doing anything to drive them away.  Thus the survey we designed was actually a “dissatisfaction” survey intended solely for the students that had left us (i.e., our “lost” customers, rather than our present customers).      

    Students who did return in ’05 (contrary to our records), or who turned out to be merely taking a temporary break from school, were immediately excused from the remainder of the survey, since they clearly hadn’t “left” the COA.  Once again, our study was only concerned with measuring the opinions of students who failed to come back to the COA in ’05, because we assumed that anybody who did come back was sufficiently satisfied with our services to remain our students. 
    Finally, to keep from putting words into the students’ mouths (i.e., biasing our results), all of our opinion questions were asked as open-ended questions that required the respondents to tell us why they left in their own words.  However, to make it easier upon both the coders and data analysts, we instructed the coders to classify each of the opinion responses into one of various pre-named categories that they had been trained to recognize and use.  Whenever one of the workers was not sure which category to place the student’s answer into they would cross examine the student to get enough details to decide which category the response fell into. 
Findings: 

      As the table in Appendix 2 indicates, only 262 of the 323 students surveyed actually failed to return to the COA in 2005 (i.e., the District had incorrectly listed them as “not having returned”), so our data analysis begins with a sample of 262 randomly-selected former COA students. 
Why did They Leave, Overall?

     The table in Appendix 3 lists all of the detailed reasons why the students polled failed to return to COA.  The most common response was “for another PCCD college” -  at nearly 24% of all respondents - followed by much lower responses for everything else.      

     Although Appendix 3 lists the myriad of reasons why our students left, it doesn’t directly tell us what we most wanted to know – the percentage of students who failed to return to COA in ’05 because of dissatisfaction with the college in one way or another.  To get this information we sorted all of the categories from Appendix 3 into two groups – those students who achieved their academic goals (or left for personal, non-academic reasons) vs. those that left us because they were dissatisfied with the COA for one reason or another (i.e., the “satisfied” vs. the “leavers”). 
Did the Faculty Fail the Students? 

     In the wake of the Spring ‘05 enrollment drop of 17%, questions were raised as to whether the faculty were in any way responsible for the enrollment drop.  The data from Appendix 4 does not support this hypothesis; only 29.3% of the 263 students who failed to return to COA in 2005 did so out of dissatisfaction with us.
  This means that the majority of students who left were not driven away by us, but rather left because they had either achieved their goals, or had to deal with personal or job-related issues.  However, because this study was undertaken to help us reverse the 2005 drop in student enrollment, it is worth discussing the factors that evidently did drive away our “dissatisfied leavers”. 

     According to Appendix 5, precisely 85% of our “dissatisfied leavers” said they left COA out of some kind of dissatisfaction with our course offerings.  The lion’s share complained that we offered too few classes (38.4%), with another 23.3% complaining about our selection of courses, and another 23.3% suggesting that our course times were either “bad or inconvenient”.  The only other category that registered a double digit complaint was the “location” of COA, at 12.3% of the “dissatisfied leavers” (we aren’t near a Bart station).  It would appear that our improvement efforts would most profitably be spent in offering more sections, and finding out precisely what courses our students want to take, and when they would like to take them. 
Suggested Solutions:

     According to the students who left, our biggest problem is that we offered too few courses.  Thus, because many of our students don’t register for classes until well after the first day of classes, it may be problematic to cancel “low-enrolled” courses several days before the first day of classes.  Rather, it may be logical to take the risk and wait until the end of the first week of classes to see whether our late enrollers can make these courses viable.  That way, students in canceled classes will have another 1.5 weeks to find a replacement class, and won’t leave us to go take that course at some other college (nearly 28% of all of our students left us for either another PCCD campus or another community college).      
     As for the problem of fine tuning what classes we offer, and when they are offered, it seems clear that  neither the faculty nor the Administration are in a position to really know: 1) when it would be most convenient for our students to take their courses; and 2) what courses our students actually want to take.  Thus we recommend that a larger, random survey be administered to the current COA student body to ask them what courses they want to take, and when they’d like to take them.  We also advise that they be polled about their need for online courses since if we know the true need for online courses we can put the proper resources into developing a distance learning program.  

     We anticipate that some faculty will take offense at the idea of doing this kind of “market research” on the grounds that ‘we are not selling our students a product but are providing them an education’.  Although that is true to a certain extent, if we don’t offer our students the classes that they want, when they want them, then our lofty educational ideals could very well lead us to a situation in which many of our programs will get cut because our students are “voting with their feet”.  

      One senator suggests that we need to create a “compelling reason for students to choose COA over other options.”   This will only happen if we are qualitatively different than the other choices, and we “promise” students something they both need and want.  In some cases this may mean we need to do a better job of persuasion – that what we are offering them in terms of our vision of quality is what they “need”.   As Kevin Costner in The Field of Dreams might have put it, if we refine our schedule and our programs, surely “they will come”. 

Appendix for “Why They Left” 

Appendix 1: COA Telephone Improvement Survey – Via Phone

1) Student Number (SN#): ________  (Write in SN# from Column 1 of your calling list). 

Hello, may I speak with ______.  This is ________ from the College of Alameda.  To help improve the college, may I ask you a few questions about your experiences at the College of Alameda? 

2) Our records indicate that you attended the COA in 2004, but did not return this year (2005). Is this true?  

___ (1) Yes   (Go to ( #3).

___ (0)  No   (Confirm that they did take classes in Spring or Summer of 05, then thank them for 

                        their time, and call the next person on your list). 

___ (9)  Temporary Break, plan to return (If yes, thank them & call the next person). 

3) Could you tell us why you decided to leave the College of Alameda? 

              (If more than one reason is mentioned, ask them “which is your main reason for leaving COA?”)

___ (1)    another Peralta college (i.e., Laney, Merritt, or Vista); ( 4

___ (2)    another community college; ( 4

___ (3)    completed my academic goals; ( 5 

___ (4)    deal with personal, family, or health problems; ( 5

___ (5)    dropped out of college- lost interest in college;( 5

___ (6)    dropped out of college- turned off by COA( 4

___ (7)    full time job made me leave; ( 5   

___ (8)    lost interest in college; ( 5  

___ (9)    moved; ( 5   

___ (10)  private vocational or business school; ( 4

___ (11)  transferred to a 4-year college or University;  ( 5

___ (12)  other (write in their response):    ( 5  _____________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

___ (13)  Summer School Student Only;   ( 5

___ (14)  High School Student Only.         ( 5  

4) Can you tell us what made you leave the COA for another school, or out of dislike? 

        (Listen to answer and check as many as apply)

__(4.1)     Buildings: in poor condition;
__(4.2)     Classes: poor or irrelevant selection of courses;
__(4.3)     Classes: times are bad/inconvenient;
__(4.4)     Classes: too easy;
__(4.5)     Classes: too few offered; 

__(4.6)     Classes: too hard;
__(4.7)     Counselors: advice given by the counselors was wrong/inadequate.
__(4.8)     Counselors: drop-in counselors not available;
__(4.9)     Evening Services: not enough/too poor (i.e., food, labs, bookstore, library, etc.). 

__(4.10)   Financial Aid Office: services poor or wrong;

__(4.11)   Instructors: hard to reach or not available; 

__(4.12)   Instructors: poor quality or poor deportment;

__(4.13)   On-campus & Extra-curricular activities: insufficient or non-existent;

__(4.14)   Parking: not enough or too many tickets;





__(4.15)   Public Transportation: poor or inadequate;

__(4.16)   Registration: on-campus registration problems;

__(4.17)   Registration: on-line registration problems;

__(4.18)   Staff or Administrators: inadequate or poor service (i.e., secretaries, deans, etc.);

__(4.19)   Tutoring services not available; 

__(4.20)   Other (write in): ___________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________ 

__(4.21)   Location. 

5) What kind of courses were you taking at the COA? 

___ (1)  Basic Skills

___ (2)  ESL

___ (3)  Transfer

___ (4)  Vocational

___ (5)  Other (Write in: _______________________________________________________________).

Thank you for taking the time to help us improve the school. Good Bye. 

Appendix 2:  Q2: Did you attend the COA in 2004, but not return in 2005? 

	 
	Frequency
	Percent

	
	No
	33
	10.2

	
	Yes
	262
	81.2

	
	Temporary Break 
	28
	8.6

	
	Total
	323
	100.0


Appendix 3: Q3: Why did you decide to leave COA? 

	 
	Frequency
	Percent of Responses

	
	For another PCCD college
	62
	23.7

	
	For a FT Job
	41
	15.6

	
	Transferred to a 4-year Institution
	36
	13.7

	
	Academic Goals Completed
	32
	12.2

	
	Other: write in
	31
	11.8

	
	To deal with personal/family/health problems
	23
	8.8

	
	For another community college
	10
	3.8

	
	HS Student Only
	12
	4.6

	
	Moved
	9
	3.4

	
	Summer Student Only
	7
	2.7

	
	Dropped out because I disliked COA
	3
	1.1

	
	For private vocational/business school
	3
	1.1

	
	Lost Interest in College or dropped out
	2
	0.8

	
	Total
	271*
	103.4**


*: Actual N=262, but “total N” slightly exceeds 262 since 9 students (or 3.4% of the sample) selected 2 responses to this question.  

** Total percentage slightly exceeds 100% because 3.4% of the respondents provided two answers to this question. 

Appendix 4: Q3: Why did you decide to leave COA? (Satisfied vs. Dissatisfied Students)

	
 
	Frequency
	Percent

	
	Finished or Left for no fault of ours
	156
	59.3

	 
	Dissatisfaction with COA Drove Me Away
	77
	29.3

	 
	Other
	30
	11.4*

	 
	Total
	263
	100.0


*:  11.4% had to be classified as “other” since they were either left blank, or the write-in answers didn’t fall into any of the survey’s possible response.  So the true percentage of students who “finished or left for no fault of our” was somewhere between 59.3 and 70.7%

Appendix 5: Q4: What made you leave COA for another school, or out of dislike? [Leavers Only]

	Response: 
	Frequency
	Percentage saying yes

	Classes: too few offered;  (4.5)*              
	28
	38.4%

	Classes: poor or irrelevant selection of courses;  (4.2)
	17
	23.3%

	Classes: times are bad/inconvenient;  (4.3)
	17
	23.3%

	Location;  (4.21)
	9
	12.3%

	Other (write in);  (4.20)
	6
	8.2%

	Public Transportation: poor or inadequate; (4.15)
	3
	4.1%

	Buildings: in poor condition;  (4.1)
	2
	2.7%

	Counselors: advice given by the counselors was wrong/inadequate;  (4.7)
	2
	2.7%

	Instructors: hard to reach or not available;  (4.11)
	2
	2.7%

	Staff or Administrators: inadequate or poor service (i.e., secretaries, deans, etc.); (4.18)
	2
	2.7%

	Classes: too easy;  (4.4)
	1
	1.4%

	Classes: too hard;  (4.6)
	1
	1.4%

	Financial Aid Office: services poor or wrong;  (4.10)
	1
	1.4%

	Instructors: poor quality or poor deportment;  (4.12)
	1
	1.4%

	Counselors: drop-in counselors not available;  (4.8)
	0
	0.0%

	Evening Services: not enough/too poor (i.e., food, labs, bookstore, library, etc.)  (4.9)
	0
	0.0%

	On-campus & Extra-curricular activities: insufficient or non-existent; (4.13)
	0
	0.0%

	Parking: not enough or too many tickets;  (4.14)
	0
	0.0%

	Registration: on-campus registration problems; (4.16)
	0
	0.0%

	Registration: on-line registration problems;  (4.17)
	0
	0.0%

	Tutoring services not available;   (4.19)
	0
	0.0%

	Totals:
	92
	126.0%**


N=73 due to 4 missing cases. 

*: Numbers in parentheses indicate the number of the response category on the survey itself. 

**: Total percentage moderately exceeds 100% because 19 of the 73 (i.e., 26%) “dissatisfied leavers” analyzed in this table provided more than one reason for leaving the COA. 

�  California Department of Finance, “California Public Postsecondary Enrollment Projections — 2004 Series” @ www.dof.ca.gov/html/Demograp/POST2ND_04.HTM.


� Contra Costa Times 2/24/06 @ http://college.enotes.com/college-news/enrollment-drop-may-cost-district-funds. 


� We define “dissatisfaction” as any students who leave us for another academic institution, or because they disliked us enough to drop out of college.  Respondents who said they left because they only came for a summer school course, or because they were just high school students were not counted as “dissatisfied leavers” because they were only temporary, short-term students.  
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