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In 2006, Washington State joined 
Achieving the Dream.
 The first five-year cohort included: 
Big Bend Community College
Highline Community College
Renton Technical College
Seattle Central Community College 
Tacoma Community College
Yakima Valley Community College
)
Achieving the Dream: Community Colleges Count is a 
national initiative to help more community college students 
succeed,  particularly low-income and students of color. 

It is built on the belief that broad institutional change, 
informed by student achievement data, is critical to
significantly improving student success rates.  

Washington colleges participating in this initiative worked to 
develop a culture of evidence and inquiry focused on 
increasing student success, and received grant funding, professional development, and other forms of institutional support to engage in this work.  

What We Learned About Institutional Change 

Colleges that made the most progress on the institutional change goals of the initiative exhibited the following characteristics:  

1. Commitment.  The colleges’ senior leadership led the way by making student success a clear, visible, and frequently referenced priority.  They participated actively on the initiative leadership team, and elevated the practice of sharing student success data widely and using this data to make important decisions.  
2. Acting Bold. Colleges that had the greatest success had leaders willing to examine the status quo.  They ended late registration or made orientation mandatory when the data showed it would increase student success.  

3. Prioritizing faculty engagement.  Many of the interventions that were ultimately abandoned were discontinued because of faculty resistance.  Over time, colleges got better at involving all faculty and staff in designing interventions, which resulted in smarter interventions and more buy-in.  Successful colleges created champions willing to examine data and advance innovation.

4. Thinking big picture. In order to increase student success, all six colleges had to make the transition from small pilot projects serving 20-30 students to larger scale strategies (course redesign, revising orientation/advising, or requiring all developmental education students to enroll in a success course). Colleges that made this transition earliest saw the greatest impact on student success.  

5. Elevating the role of data.  Institutional research staff in these six colleges became skilled at presenting data in ways that answer questions of importance to faculty and staff and move people to action.  Colleges that made the most progress brought institutional research into strategic planning discussions, reviewed student outcome data regularly, and institutionalized the practice of using student data to guide policy and budgeting decisions.  
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What We Learned about Student Success

The six Washington colleges participating in Achieving the Dream: Community Colleges Count spent more than five years building a culture of evidence and inquiry, examining student data, implementing strategies to close achievement gaps, and evaluating the impact of these strategies.  

The initiative’s focus on setting up evaluation systems that allowed colleges to assess impact early, coupled with an emphasis on discarding what doesn’t work and expanding what does, contributed to the ability of Washington colleges to shift from a period of innovation (with nearly 90 interventions during the first three years of the initiative) to a more refined spotlight on 26 interventions that had a positive impact, could serve larger numbers of students, and could be sustained beyond the initiative grant period. 

Abandoned Interventions 
· Optional out-of-class interventions: Several mentoring or tutoring programs were transitioned to a classroom-based intervention in order to address low participation rates, inadequate results, and difficulty sustaining/expanding optional out-of-class interventions because they were too time or resource intensive.  
· Linked courses and teamed instruction: A number of the interventions that featured linked courses and team teaching were discontinued because of challenges related to scheduling (getting a critical mass to sign up for the same set of courses was difficult) and disappointing results. 
· Overbroad strategies: Broad, short-term strategies like resource fairs were a popular early on, but most were discontinued because it was challenging to link them to changes in student achievement.
· A heavy reliance on student mentors or tutors: Interventions were frequently discontinued or modified when it became too difficult to recruit, pay, and train students for the mentor/tutor role.  

Successful Interventions
· Well-designed advising and orientation programs that are mandatory for all students or certain students that place below college-level in multiple disciplines.
· Student success courses that are mandatory for all first-time students or students that place below college-level in multiple disciplines.  
· Course redesigns that increase the relevance of math curriculum, embed career planning, career pathway information, and college resource guidance into writing or English language courses.
· Dedicated supports that help students who are nearing the end of Adult Basic Education or English language courses transition to college-level courses.
· Tutoring or study groups when they are mandatory or students are given credit for participating.  
· Integrated assignments that require students to complete assignments that cross subject areas and courses, and for which scheduling is not overly complicated. 
· Professional development opportunities for faculty that are well-defined, well-developed, and delivered by skilled professionals or respected colleagues.  Examples include Self-Regulated Learning, Reading Apprenticeship, and Universal Design for Learning.  
Learn more about strategies getting positive results at www.collegespark.org/page/79/Intevention+Explorer/2011
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