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Accountability for 
Community Colleges: 

Moving Forward

Sara Goldrick-Rab

Recent calls for increased investments in postsecondary education 
 have been accompanied by demands for greater accountability from 

colleges and universities. It is politically difficult in a time of scarce 
resources to allocate new funds without requiring measurable outcomes 
in return. At the same time, effective accountability systems in education 
are rare. Therefore, in this chapter I consider the potential for success-
fully framing and enacting accountability frameworks for community 
colleges. I argue that the usual approach to accountability requires sub-
stantial reform if it stands any chance of succeeding in this sector, but 
that success is possible and likely.

Accountability systems only work if they are given significant legitimacy 
by those being held accountable. Actors need to feel part of the process 
and believe that their performance is assessed in meaningful, worthwhile 
ways.1 My research indicates that community-college leaders are prepared, 
given the right circumstances, to enter into new accountability arrange-
ments with not just acquiescence but enthusiasm. This could create a great 
deal of positive change in an institution often simultaneously applauded 
for its very existence and derided for its current levels of performance. 
In fact, robust accountability arrangements implemented with the consent 
and participation of community colleges could be a way to solve decades-
old, seemingly intractable problems such as underfunding and lack of 
social prestige.

Next, I provide a brief overview of the work of community colleges and 
the attention they have recently received, particularly from  policymakers. 
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I also describe the contours of their current outcomes. Then, I address a 
key problem of many accountability systems—their inability to gain the 
consent and willful participation of their  subjects—and explain why I 
believe this may not be a significant problem in the case of community 
colleges. My assessment is informed by numerous conversations with 
 community-college leaders over the last five years and a recent survey of 
forty-one community-college presidents. Together, these shed light on 
the ways a new accountability regime might effectively develop. Finally, 
I end by outlining a process through which accountability for community 
 colleges could progress during the next five years.

Community Colleges: Then and Now

Practically since Joliet Junior College was established in 1901, the very 
existence of community colleges has been the subject of critique and 
debate. For decades they have been described as places that enforce “con-
tinued dependency, unrealistic aspirations, and wasted ‘general educa-
tion.’ ”2 At the same time, the public two-year sector effectively facilitated 
the nation’s desires for a massive expansion of higher education that 
brought more than two-thirds of all high-school graduates into some 
form of postsecondary coursework. Most Latino and low-income stu-
dents who will ever attend college will enroll in a community college, the 
most affordable and accessible entryway.3

Critics of community colleges tend to focus on their rates of degree 
production: specifically, the percentage of students transferring to four-
year colleges and/or earning credentials. Relative to their sizable popula-
tion of entrants, the percentage of degree recipients is small; more than 
one in two beginning community-college students leave empty-handed. 
This leads many to call community colleges places of access but not suc-
cess, leading some educational observers to charge that their students 
are being “cooled out” and “diverted” when channeled into their doors.4 
Notably, their completion rates also make many policymakers hesitant 
to contribute the  additional resources that may be necessary to improve 
outcomes.5

But the last year has seen significant changes to these trends. In a recent 
speech at Macomb Community College, President Barack Obama called 
community colleges an “undervalued asset” to the nation, recognizing that 
they are often treated like a “stepchild” and an “afterthought.” He summoned 
the “can-do American spirit” of community colleges everywhere to help 
transform the American economy.6 His American Graduation Initiative 
(as of the time of this writing, passed by the House of Representatives in 
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HR 3221 and pending in the Senate) calls for a substantial investment in 
the public two-year sector (approximately $9 billion), coupled with per-
formance targets intended to innovate and transform community colleges 
into efficient, degree-producing institutions.

Would it work? In particular, are community-college leaders receptive 
to greater accountability and will they respond to the new forms of federal 
investment by changing policies and practices in sustainable ways? Some 
say no. For example, Frederick Hess of the American Enterprise Institute 
contends that President Obama’s initiative will effectively slow efforts to 
reform community colleges, perpetuating the “subpar community-college 
status quo” since the colleges and their leaders are not “up to the chal-
lenges they face.”7 Accountability (and increased funding), Hess implies, 
are merely nudges, and likely ineffective nudges at that.

My research leads me to doubt the accuracy of Hess’s assertions. 
Community-college leaders are generally a reform-minded group eager to 
gain the support needed to change practices, and that serves as motivation 
to embrace accountability. While I dispute his assessment that the colleges 
themselves are inherently “subpar,” I think that the longstanding treatment 
of the community-college sector as inferior and not “up to the challenge” 
spurs its leaders to embrace new ways to attract respect and resources to 
their colleges. As noted earlier, one reason that accountability often fails 
is that it is not embraced by those it relies on; it is an external third party 
often unwelcomed by the main players. If the will of community-college 
leaders is widespread and reasonably established, the path to progress is 
illuminated and potentially promising.

The perspectives I present in this chapter draw on two types of data. 
My primary source of information is an online survey of community-
 college presidents and other leaders that I conducted between August 
and November 2009. In that survey I solicited information on presi-
dents’ perceptions and attitudes toward accountability with a focus on 
identifying areas of agreement and disagreement on the measurement 
of  community-college success. I circulated an invitation to participate 
through multiple channels, asking respondents to draw on their own social 
networks to gather additional recruits (often called “snowball sampling”). 
I sent this request to presidents at institutions large and small, urban 
and rural, and asked the national associations to assist as well. In total, 
forty-one  community-college presidents participated. Since I promised 
 anonymity in exchange for participation, and the survey was intentionally 
kept short to increase participation, I did not collect demographic infor-
mation on individuals or institutions.8 Therefore, I do not claim the survey 
has demonstrable generalizability; it does not use a nationally representa-
tive sample; I cannot calculate rates of participation, nor is it safe to assume 
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that the broadest array of potential perspectives is represented. Instead, the 
information gleaned from these results is most appropriately interpreted in 
conjunction with other surveys and research on the attitudes and actions of 
community colleges toward accountability. Therefore, whenever possible I 
note points of convergence or divergence with the results of a 2009 survey 
of community-college leaders in ten states, conducted by the Community 
College Research Center, as well as a national interview-based study of col-
lege presidents conducted by Public Agenda in 2008.9 In addition I draw 
on lessons from the numerous formal and informal conversations with 
community- college presidents I experienced over the last five years as part 
of other studies.10

The Status Quo and the Future

There is widespread dissatisfaction with the current production rates of 
community colleges and their leaders know this. Even among students 
with stated degree intentions, dropout is common.11 In terms of national 
averages, after three years just 16 percent of first-time  community-college 
students who began college in 2003 had attained a credential of any kind 
(certificate, associate’s degree, and/or bachelor’s degree), and another 
40 percent were still enrolled. Given six years to complete instead of 
three, completion rates improve somewhat; for example, 36 percent of 
students entering community  colleges in 1995 attained a credential by 
2001. Another 17.5 percent were still enrolled.12 While this indicates that 
completion rates need to account for the pace of progress toward comple-
tion, the noncompletion rate (no degree; not enrolled) hovers very close 
to 50 percent, even given longer time horizons. Of course, this num-
ber decreases when degree completion is measured over a longer period 
of time, but in the aggregate it represents a substantial loss of human 
 capital and resources.13

At the same time, many also acknowledge that inputs driving the sys-
tem contribute to current rates of completion. Community colleges serve 
more disadvantaged students but receive far fewer per-student resources 
from state and federal governments when compared to public four-year 
institutions. Their resources tend to decline during recessions just as 
enrollments are at their peak.14 They are often overcrowded and have 
too few faculty and counselors to serve students.15 A significant portion 
of the community-college population is comprised of older adults from 
disadvantaged backgrounds who often enter higher education with low 
levels of literacy. Nationally, 57 percent of two-year institutions rank the 
academic preparation of their entering students as fair or poor.16 The 
faculty workforce is disproportionately comprised of part-time adjuncts 
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receiving little professional development and having scarce time to spend 
with students.17 For all of these reasons, while observers tend to find com-
pletion rates of community colleges unacceptable, they also find them 
unsurprising.18

Where should community colleges aim in terms of achieving 
greater levels of success? Even attaching a descriptor to current levels 
of  performance (e.g., labeling them mediocre or subpar) depends on 
first establishing some kind of benchmark for comparison, or an abso-
lute target. Since open-access institutions are, by definition, nonselec-
tive, students enter with a wide range of goals and expectations, making 
assessment of their outcomes complicated. For example, if we define 
“success” based on the outcomes of all entrants, performance will be 
depressed unless success is very broadly defined. By the same token, 
if we measure  success only for a select group (e.g., those who indicate 
degree  intentions or achieve credit thresholds), we risk producing a 
falsely positive appearance of success while also encouraging access to 
diminish (e.g., through creaming). Clearly, results vary depending on 
how broadly the pool of potential completers is defined and how success 
is measured.19 Community-college leaders are highly cognizant of this 
fact and actively resist performance measures that would seem to have 
the potential to narrow their focus to a single group of students. Said 
a community-college president interviewed by Public Agenda: “We are 
constantly balancing access with quality. Here we are with maybe half of 
the high school graduates coming to us who are not college ready, and 
we are being held accountable for producing high-quality graduates. It 
is a balancing act.” The clear implication, according to a president in my 
survey, is that “those developing, implementing and measuring account-
ability in community colleges [must] understand the institutions and 
their variety of students.”

A related concern is the community college’s long history of having 
 multiple missions. While resources for the workforce development mission 
are most abundant, the twin emphases on promoting college access gener-
ally and access to the baccalaureate in particular (via the transfer function) 
dominate public perception. In keeping with those emphases, it is com-
mon to compare the success of community-college students to the success 
of two different groups: high-school graduates who do not attend college 
at all, and students who began at (usually nonselective) four-year institu-
tions. These comparisons facilitate the calculation of a “positive” democ-
ratizing effect of bringing students into higher education who otherwise 
wouldn’t attend college, and a “negative” diversion effect of lowering rates 
of bachelor’s degree completion among students who otherwise would 
have attended a four-year college. The most rigorous studies tend to find 
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relatively small negative differences in the outcomes of students who start 
at community colleges compared to nonselective, public four-year institu-
tions, but many times those differences are offset by the positive increases 
in college attainment of those attending community college rather than no 
college at all.20 Of course, when the latter part of the “community college” 
effect is not taken into account, the “penalty” of starting at a community 
college appears larger.

As more and different kinds of postsecondary institutions emerge, and 
the number of missions of community colleges expands, various addi-
tional comparisons also become possible. For example, the outcomes of 
community colleges have recently been compared (negatively) to those of 
the for-profit, two-year sector.21 Instead of focusing on credential comple-
tion, others argue for measuring incremental milestones marking prog-
ress toward a degree. Crediting colleges for helping students make the 
transition from remedial to credit-bearing coursework is one example.22 
Furthermore, many community-college leaders contend that completion 
of noncredit courses and/or workforce training ought to also count toward 
measures of success.23

But a key question is whether any types of comparisons (even across-
state or within-state comparisons among community colleges) are fair and 
effective at motivating agents to change. State community college systems 
vary in their missions (and their demographics) and also have different out-
comes.24 Therefore, some critics of accountability argue that it is not appro-
priate to compare community colleges across states. For example, one might 
have a strong articulation system (said to reflect a stronger transfer mission) 
with a neighboring state lacking such a system.25 But that presents a prob-
lem in terms of making comparisons only if we believe that differences in 
policies or missions drive outcomes (in other words, that outcomes might 
reflect policy choices). Instead, it is also possible that  outcomes are driving 
community-college policies or definitions of mission (in other words, that 
policy choices reflect past or current levels of performance). It is far from 
clear that accountability systems should combat “mission restriction” by 
including measures related to all missions. Instead, we should strike a bal-
ance by providing additional resources to support certain missions, while 
avoiding taking explicit actions to  compromise others.

In addition to identifying a benchmark against which to compare 
the relative performance of community colleges, we might also consider 
setting some absolute standards. For example, are there any conditions 
under which a completion rate of less than 10 percent would be deemed 
acceptable? Right now, according to the federal calculations (in IPEDs), 
the community college performing at the fiftieth percentile graduates just 
over 21 percent of its students within three years (this includes certificates 
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and degrees, not counting those earned at another institution), and helps 
another 19 percent transfer. Compared to that average rate of 40 percent 
“success,” the worst-performing community colleges (those at the tenth 
percentile) achieve success in less than one-fifth of cases (18 percent), 
while those at the ninetieth percentile see over 80 percent succeed.26 While 
using relative criteria serves to emphasize continuous improvement and 
encourages competition among schools,27 setting absolute targets might 
help to improve the colleges’ public standing—images are easily tarnished 
when one can locate a community college with a dropout rate greater than 
85 percent.28

The good news is that there is general agreement among both 
 community-college “insiders” and “outsiders” about the need to improve. 
The majority of presidents in my survey indicated that a clearer focus 
on “success” and “what matters most” would be a benefit of increased 
accountability. These results are also broadly consistent with the opin-
ions of community-college presidents who participated in interviews with 
Public Agenda in 2008.29 The many caveats about inadequate student 
preparation and multiple missions do not ameliorate the need to assess 
success, particularly given a climate of scarce fiscal resources and a push 
to increase the nation’s stock of human capital.30 Moving the bar (no mat-
ter how far) requires establishing a range of acceptable outcomes and set-
ting some goals. This effort must be a precursor to any new accountability 
regime because knowing what the regime is meant to achieve will be the 
only way to assess its success.

In Search of Respect

Given the potential that focusing on a set of outcomes might narrow 
their work or compromise valued missions, what accounts for the will-
ingness of community-college leaders to embrace accountability? I put 
the question to community-college presidents, and their responses indi-
cate a strong belief that the opportunities provided by accountability 
will outweigh its potential costs. Faced with declining resources, rela-
tive invisibility in the eyes of the media and the public, and yet growing 
expectations for  performance, they seek new solutions.

In particular, many community-college presidents spoke of an interest 
in having the chance to demonstrate institutional value in a visible way. 
This is a sector often frustrated by the lack of attention and knowledge 
of their work exhibited by the general public. As one community-college 
president put it, “Accountability provides an opportunity for policy mak-
ers and the public to better understand the mission of community colleges 
and the students they serve.” Another said, “Accountability can defuse the 
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argument that community colleges are ‘failing.’ ” Given that a recent report 
confirmed that community colleges are largely invisible in terms of media 
coverage, this is an important concern.31

Community-college presidents are also interested in leveraging 
 accountability to strengthen the claims of that sector on public resources. 
Competition for resources is stiffer than ever, and community colleges 
often feel they lose out to universities, K-12 schools, health care, prisons, 
and more. A president interviewed for the Public Agenda study said, “This 
is a kind of a bias from a community-college person, but I think that the 
state has always been willing to provide more funds for four-year colleges 
and universities than they have for community colleges. I feel that com-
munity college has kind of gotten left out.”32 He is correct; a recent analy-
sis colleagues and I conducted for the Brookings Institution revealed that 
 significant funding disparities between the two- and four-year public sec-
tors exist at the federal level as well (even after netting out disparities in 
student financial aid and resource funding).33

Two-year college leaders also embrace the potential for accountabil-
ity in order to help organize the work of their colleges and motivate their 
staffs. For example, one president told me that he hopes accountability will 
“lead to honest discussion of issues and the ability to manage organiza-
tional change.” Another added that by facilitating the discovery of “what 
works” and what does not, the use of data can help leaders “to direct time 
and funding away from initiatives we  cannot show that work and toward 
new ventures.” Such an approach to establishing the effectiveness, and par-
ticularly the cost- effectiveness, of programs and practices in higher edu-
cation is long overdue.34 Moreover, it is the explicit focus of the Lumina 
Foundation’s Making Opportunity Affordable initiative.

Admittedly, these are high expectations for any set of policies—perhaps 
too high. For when data is collected and shared, it does not always match 
with projections. But hope reigns eternal, as clearly evident in the words 
of the president who told me that accountability provides “a chance to 
demonstrate that community colleges far exceed every other educational 
entity in return on the dollar, and that the “delta” (that is, the magnitude of 
change) in educational outcomes is tremendous.”

It is also worth noting that, in one sense, faith among leaders that 
accountability will bring status and recognition to the sector is paradoxi-
cal. As many presidents noted, accountability for community college is not 
new (though it may come to take new forms at a new scale) but it has not 
done much thus far to enhance status and recognition. One said:

Community colleges have always been held accountable by our students 
and the communities we serve to fulfill our stated missions. For exam-
ple, we have always been accountable to grant funders, financial aid 
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providers, state agencies, foundations, donors, and more for being respon-
sible  stewards of our resources. We have always been accountable to local 
employers and transfer institutions for the quality and preparation lev-
els of our graduates. We have always been accountable to our students, 
first and foremost, to ensure that they have every opportunity to achieve 
their educational goals whether they are to successfully complete a single 
class, a degree or something in between. So accountability is not coming 
to  community colleges; it has always been here.

Despite the presence of accountability in the past, community colleges 
have sunk even lower on the higher-education totem pole as evidenced, 
for example, by growing disparities in their funding relative to other sec-
tors. This is true even though community college administrators feel they 
are already operating in an environment in which their information and 
outcomes are very public and already perceive that they are held respon-
sible by local communities and boards. They “believe in the story” they 
have to tell, yet their outcomes have not improved, and their position in 
higher education has not grown stronger.

Of course, presidents may only appear to embrace “accountability”; the 
term itself is vague and therefore easily interpreted in different ways. This 
was difficult to get a sense of using the online survey, but the results sug-
gest that to some community-college presidents accountability means little 
more than “reporting information.” To others, who speak in more concrete 
terms about specific standards for achievement, it implies both reporting 
and responsiveness to demands for improvement. Friendliness toward 
accountability could vary, then, by how it is defined.

It is also important to note that most leaders express the idea that 
accountability alone will not work; it is simply insufficient. The finan-
cial constraints under which community colleges currently operate both 
contribute to and reflect their status. Their meager levels of funding 
complicate how and under what conditions they respond to demands for 
improvement. They watch their enrollment and graduation rates carefully, 
but struggle with how to make the investments needed to improve. And 
in some cases, when money is not available to make improvements, it is 
probably easier to ignore the numbers entirely.

The Opportunity and the Challenges

At the time of this writing, there is mounting evidence that the political 
will to move an accountability movement forward in the two-year sector 
is present. The number of states tying at least some community college 
funding to outcomes has grown. For example, South Florida Community 
College uses sixteen core indicators of effectiveness that are used in 
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tandem with the state-level accountability measures.35 The Washington 
State Board of Community and Technical Colleges has implemented a 
performance incentive funding system based on key momentum points 
that evidence student success.36

The Achieving the Dream initiative, which promotes the use of data 
and benchmarking as part of regular community-college practice, is now 
widely respected and community colleges actively seek to join in. Its 
focus on effective use of data to improve student success, common mea-
surement of core achievement indicators, and disaggregation of data to 
pinpoint gaps in student achievement are good examples of community 
colleges willingly embracing accountability. This may be attributable to the 
approach of the initiative, in particular its emphasis on using outcomes to 
promote learning. This is critically important to leaders; as one president 
told Public Agenda, “Accountability needs to be used to help us improve 
and learn from one another and get better. It doesn’t need to be used as a 
club, or a stick, or an excuse not to fund schools.”

Another positive sign is that nearly all community colleges are partici-
pating in the Community College Survey of Student Engagement, and they 
allow institutional-level survey results to be released to the public. This 
stands in sharp contrast to the unwillingness of four-year colleges in the 
National Survey of Student Engagement to make their institution-level data 
widely available.37 Recently, the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and the 
Lumina Foundation announced a $1 million effort to support a new volun-
tary accountability system being developed by the American Association 
of Community Colleges, the Association of Community College Trustees, 
and the College Board. Eight community colleges in eight states (AZ, CA, 
IN, LA, OH, OK, SC, and TX) have agreed to participate in a pilot test of 
the system with the intention to next ramp up to include twenty colleges 
in the next two years.

If we accept that interest among educational leaders is alive and well, 
what are the main tasks which need to be dealt with in creating new 
accountability frameworks for community colleges? My sense is that there 
are at least three: (a) reaching agreement on appropriate measurable out-
comes, (b) developing (or reinforcing) systems capable of producing data 
on those measures, and (c) determining the extent to which accountability 
will be tied to funding, governance, and strategic planning.

Defining the Measures

The first, defining the accountability measures, is the most critical. As 
Jamie Merisotis, president of the Lumina Foundation, recently stated, 
“The first step will be to get everyone speaking the same language.”38 The 
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measures used must reflect on long-standing debates over institutional 
missions, and student and faculty goals. For example, if the measures 
place disproportionate weight on the transfer function of community 
colleges, those who value and work on the workforce side will object and 
vice versa. If the measures do not capture outcomes that college admin-
istrators can use (and ideally that faculty and students can use too), they 
will not last. And finally, the process through which definitions are 
constructed will serve to define how community colleges relate to the 
accountability system. This is a sector accustomed to being told what to 
do, rather than being given the tools and rights with which to set their 
own terms. Great surprises could result if that typical approach were 
upended.

To be clear, this does not mean allowing each college to develop their 
own accountability measures using their own data. Such an approach will 
greatly diminish any potential for establishing standards and setting goals 
that go beyond a single institution. Instead, there are several potential ways 
to identify appropriate accountability measures, including (a) drawing on 
performance outcomes used in other settings or systems, (b) consider-
ing the use measures already in place in state accountability systems for 
community colleges, and/or (c) identifying measures community college 
 leaders prefer.

In the first case the likely result would involve importing measures 
used for four-year colleges. The greatest fear of community-college lead-
ers appears to be that policymakers will simply seek to transform them 
into four-year colleges. Their unique functions, particularly their ability to 
enroll students who otherwise would not attend college, and their relation-
ships to business leaders and local citizens, are very important to them. 
When they speak of inappropriate measures, then, they refer to those 
“based upon an outmoded understanding of our colleges and their stu-
dents” or those that employ “metrics calibrated to four-year colleges, and 
metrics that do not assess impact on community.” To be more specific, one 
community-college president told me that “our community colleges are too 
often judged by measures that are more appropriate to liberal arts  colleges 
with residence halls and homogeneous student bodies.” Similar fears were 
expressed by community-college leaders in interviews conducted by the 
Institute for Higher Education Policy in 2006.39

In a recent study assessing performance measures already used in 
ten states to calculate outcomes for community colleges, researchers at 
the Community College Research Center identified 140 specific indica-
tors already used, including those related to inputs, process, and outputs. 
Notably missing from existing indicators, those researchers pointed out, 
are measures of student learning.40
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The current measures of institutional success used in IPEDs, known 
as the student-right-to-know graduation rates, are good examples of what 
most community-college presidents would deem inappropriate. These 
calculations are done only for first-time, full-time, degree- or certificate-
seeking students. Clearly, as analysts at the Community Colleges Research 
Center have put it, the SRK isn’t “all you need to know” to measure 
 community-college student success.41

A failure to involve community-college leaders in the process of grap-
pling with the problem of crafting appropriate measures could lead to 
several additional problems, some quite unintentional. One president was 
quite blunt when he said, “without the freedom to choose the measures 
and targets that are appropriate for their students and programs, commu-
nity colleges may feel forced to resort to other ways to meet inappropriate 
targets, such as limiting access for students who are least likely to succeed. 
Obviously that would be counter to the overarching goal of improving 
college graduation and reducing inequities at the national level.” Several 
leaders also expressed concern that the fear of negative press may inhibit 
colleges from trying new programs that might result in inadequate out-
comes.42 This is consistent with the responses of community-college 
presidents (and often four-year college presidents as well) in interviews 
about accountability conducted by Public Agenda. In that study, research-
ers found that “the presidents were nearly unanimous in saying that their 
institutions should be accountable; at the same time, however, they felt that 
many of the current approaches to accountability are more harmful than 
helpful.”43

In an effort to assess what community-college presidents would 
embrace, I asked survey participants to name five outcome measures they 
would be comfortable with using in an accountability system to which 
their colleges should be subjected. The most common responses from 
community- college presidents were indicators of attainment, employment, 
and access (see figure 9.1). They are broadly consistent with those identi-
fied by CCRC’s survey, though they focus more heavily on outputs and less 
on process. This is important since the process indicators could include 
measures of the relative resources colleges have to achieve outcomes such 
as tuition and fees, and funding per full-time employee. Yet, even though 
assessments of performance without consideration of these measures are 
more likely to feel “unfair” to presidents, they were notably absent from 
the presidents’ suggestions. This suggests a need to carefully explain their 
purpose and then include them.

The measures suggested by presidents also somewhat overlap with the 
measures proposed in the American Graduation initiative as well as those 
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developed in the Achieving the Dream initiative. Some are “milestone” 
measures; those that occur prior to final outcomes. There is controversy 
in the community-college community over whether employing such mea-
sures in an accountability framework will be productive (e.g., by rewarding 
colleges for their incremental achievements) or instead serve to narrow the 
ways in which colleges attempt to achieve the same outcomes. Since inno-
vation is usually worth encouraging, it might be unwise to dictate the ways 
in which colleges should increase graduation rates (e.g., by increasing rates 
of full-time enrollment versus increasing the financial-aid budget).

While presidents might be strategic to include milestone or other non-
traditional measures in their lists as a way to garner credit for every aspect 
of their work, only a handful did so. For example, despite widespread 
 recognition that colleges do not receive “credit” for noncredit courses—by 
definition, it is near impossible to measure outcomes of those unless credit 
is granted—using rates of noncredit course completion as an accountabil-
ity measure was mentioned by only two survey respondents.

Question: If funding for your college was going to be tied to 5 measures of out-
comes, what would those measures be?

Educational Outcomes

 1. Continued Enrollment (fall to spring, fall-fall, and growth over time)
 2. Course completion rates (% attempted and passed)
 3. Transfer rates 
 4. Degree or certificate completion rates 

Workforce Outcomes (1, 3, and 5 years after graduation)

 5. Job placement
 6. Earnings after enrollment (not merely after completion of credential)

Promoting Access

 7. Unduplicated headcount
 8. Enrollment of low-income students (e.g. percent receiving Pell grants)
 9. Completion of developmental coursework

Serving the Community

10. Satisfaction rates (as measured by survey of employers and students)

Figure 9.1 Acceptable Accountability Measures (as reported in a survey of 
 forty-one community-college presidents).
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It is also notable that presidents in my survey did not mention two 
of the key modifications to the current federal method of assessing 
 community-college performance proposed by the Achieving the Dream 
initiative. These include tracking outcomes over six rather than three 
years, and measuring success among part-time students.44 However, this 
may reflect concerns that the latter change would likely reduce perfor-
mance rates. And as noted earlier, the presidents do want a measure of 
transfer included (consistent with Achieving the Dream). Overall, most 
agreed with the sentiments of one president who said, just “tie account-
ability to what we most want for our students and bring it on!”

Collecting Data

The second obstacle, developing the data systems needed for measur-
ing outcomes, is widely recognized and efforts are already underway 
to make improvements. The federal government has made a substan-
tial investment via the State Longitudinal Data Systems Grant pro-
gram administered by the U.S. Department of Education’s Institute for 
Education Sciences. This grant program awarded over $52 million in 
FY06 to fourteen state educational agencies (SEAs); in FY07, thirteen 
SEAs were awarded over $62 million; and in FY09, twenty-seven SEAs 
were awarded over $150 million. Additionally, for a FY09 American 
Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) competition, $245 million is 
available as a one-time opportunity, and it is expected that $10 million 
will be the average grant.45

In addition to federal efforts to spur the establishment of state lon-
gitudinal data systems, philanthropies such as the Lumina Foundation 
and the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation have invested significant 
resources in creating “cultures of evidence” on community-college cam-
puses by teaching administrators how to use data. In the last five years, 
state longitudinal data systems have improved substantially in terms of 
having a unique statewide student identifier in place, collecting enroll-
ment, demographic and program participation information and test 
score data, and recording graduation and dropout data. At this time, six 
states have all ten elements the Data Quality Campaign considers essen-
tial, and forty-eight states have at least five elements in place. Areas that 
the Data Quality Campaign has identified as in need of further improve-
ment include data on course taking, grades, and college-readiness test 
scores.46 These are steps in the right direction, and they are necessary. 
The main goal should be to link academic transcripts and wage records, 
enabling an analysis of what kinds of wage premiums are generated by 
what number and type of courses.
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Uses of Information

Again drawing on lessons from the Achieving the Dream initiative, 
colleges should be encouraged to develop organizational cultures of 
assessment, committing to data-based decision making, and openly 
sharing data results. By helping community-college administrators 
analyze their own data on student achievement and identify dispari-
ties in  student success, theory indicates that they will in turn work to 
develop new effective strategies to improve their institutions. To date, 
surveys indicate that colleges participating in the initiative are more 
likely to use and discuss data on student outcomes, though there 
remains widespread variation among Achieving the Dream colleges in 
these practices. Moreover, while establishing a culture of evidence may 
be a necessary condition to improving student success, it is unlikely to 
be sufficient because adoption of new practices by administrators do 
not always follow.47

The Community College Research Center recently issued several rec-
ommendations for how to encourage wider use of performance data, 
including providing additional assistance to facilitate regular analysis of 
that data, and providing professional development and training to help 
both college and state officials figure out ways to integrate data into their 
decision making.48

For an example of how community colleges respond to accountability 
regimes that do not provide adequate support in terms of data systems and 
reporting, we only need to look back to the implementation of the 1998 
Workforce Investment Act (WIA). In my coauthored book, Putting Poor 
People to Work: How Work-First Policies Eroded College Access for the Poor, 
my colleagues and I documented the effects of WIA’s inadequate account-
ability system on the participation rates of community-college in-job 
training, a function they have long served. WIA set unrealistic standards 
for reporting; for example, by requiring colleges to report on the outcomes 
for all students in a class, if even one student was receiving WIA fund-
ing, and not providing resources for colleges to revamp their data systems 
to collect those outcomes. As reported both in our research and by the 
Government Accountability Office, this led some colleges to conclude it 
was more efficient to opt out of the system entirely. This sharply reduced 
the number of training providers in the public two-year sector, and while it 
is difficult to know for certain, likely reduced access to training for certain 
disadvantaged populations as well.49 It is therefore  imperative that any new 
accountability system include realistic supports for  compliance costs and 
a period of training for colleges to learn  precisely how it is supposed to 
 operate and to begin to improve performance.
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Another concern has to do with whether and how accountability is tied 
to funding. The nation’s history of funding-based higher- education policy 
has moved from a focus on adequacy funding, in which state governments 
gave institutions what they needed to continue programs, to progressively 
aggressive state interventions into the performance of higher-education 
institutions, shifting from emphasis on quality and value to assessment 
and accountability.50 In some cases accountability has been tied to base 
funding, while in others it is linked to small amounts of incentive fund-
ing. In neither case has it been particularly effective, possibly because the 
amount of incentive funding provided was too small, or because institu-
tions do not respond to accountability not tied to their base funding. In 
fact, an assessment of the reasons why ten of the twenty-six states that 
have used performance funding for higher education since the 1970s 
have subsequently done away with it reveals that one main challenge is 
stalled or insufficient funding.51 Keeping funding stable so that colleges 
can plan on it is essential to maintaining political support and therefore 
effectiveness.

Washington State is leading an effort to introduce accountability to 
community colleges through the use of incentive funding rather than 
straight performance funding, and I think this is a promising approach.52 
Resources should not decline (at least not immediately) under a new 
regime, and therefore measures should not be tied to base funding, at 
least not immediately. We need to take into account the existing lev-
els of funding (underfunding) at the baseline of  accountability imple-
mentation, otherwise we simply set up colleges to fail. Moreover, while 
accountability has the potential to create communities among colleges 
that are working toward similar goals and encourage sharing of suc-
cesses and failures to the benefit of all, if they perceive a strong likeli-
hood that accountability will rapidly result in decreases in resources, 
they will likely act against it.

It would be best if accountability were tied to collaboration among 
key partners, requiring K-12 and higher education to work together to 
improve college completion rates, and for partnerships among community 
colleges to benefit the entire sector within a state. One  community-college 
president raised this issue in my survey, saying that “more emphasis on 
accountability could create unfair competition between community col-
leges, and unhealthy finger-pointing at K-12 partners that will not improve 
opportunity and success for our students.” This would be an unfortunate 
outcome and one likely to emerge if states do not reward productive part-
nerships. We could encourage collaboration as part of the performance 
plan; the activities of the community colleges (at least within regions) are 
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intertwined. Resources could be leveraged. In Kentucky and Virginia, 
accountability goals are set for the entire community-college system; this 
could effectively help colleges work together rather than in competition, 
though it does rely on a centralized community-college governance struc-
ture, which many states lack.53

Moving Forward

The purposes of new accountability frameworks must be made clear from 
the start, and they should rest on establishing goals for performance, high 
standards for data and the measurement of results, and meaningful evalu-
ation of programs and practices. Virginia is an example of a state that has 
adopted, in coordination with institutional leadership, a set of student-
success metrics that will serve as the basis for the system’s strategic plan. 
There is inherent accountability in the state’s approach, but the colleges 
were involved in developing the measures.

In the end the hope is that, given a fair opportunity to succeed, com-
munity colleges will easily demonstrate their accountability and show that 
they are deserving of a much greater share of federal and state funding 
than they currently receive. This would indeed be transformative.

Notes

The author would like to thank the many community-college presidents, trust-
ees, and other leaders who responded to her request for input on the viability and 
design of an accountability system. As I promised them, specific comments and 
suggestions are not attributed here, for they are not meant to illustrate the needs 
or views of specific colleges or individuals but rather broader perspectives. I also 
thank Kevin Carey and Mark Schneider for their input and guidance as I wrote 
this chapter.

 1. Jennifer O’Day, “Complexity, Accountability, and School Improvement,” 
Harvard Educational Review 72, no. 3 (2002).

 2. W. B. Devall, “Community Colleges: A Dissenting View,” Educational Record 
49 no. 2 (1968).

 3. Sara Goldrick-Rab et al., Transforming Community Colleges (Washington, 
DC: Brookings Institution, 2009).

 4. Steven Brint and Jerome Karabel, The Diverted Dream: Community Colleges 
and Educational Opportunity in America, 1900–1985 (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1989); Burton Clark, “The ‘Cooling-out’ Function in 
Higher Education,” American Journal of Sociology 65, no. 6 (1960).

 5. Goldrick-Rab et al., Transforming Community Colleges.

9780230110311_11_ch09.indd   2899780230110311_11_ch09.indd   289 11/2/2010   2:33:33 PM11/2/2010   2:33:33 PM



290   SARA GOLDRICK-RAB

 6. Barack Obama, “Remarks by the President on the American Graduation 
Initiative,” White House, July 14, 2009, http://www.whitehouse.gov/
the_press_office/Remarks-by-the-President-on-the-American-Graduation-
Initiative-in-Warren-MI/.

 7. Frederick M. Hess, “Obama’s $12B plan will slow community college 
reform,” New York Daily News, July 15, 2009, Opinions section, http://www.
nydailynews.com/opinions/2009/07/15/2009–07–15_obamas_12b_plan_
will_slow_community_college_reform.html.

 8. Given this “snowball” approach I cannot calculate a response rate (since I 
do not know precisely how many leaders were invited by friends to partici-
pate), and given that demographic information was not collected, I cannot 
assess the profile of these leaders compared to their counterparts. This sur-
vey was intended as a pilot one, a precursor to a larger, more rigorous survey 
of  presidents’ perspectives on accountability.

 9. Kevin Dougherty, Rachel Hare, and Rebecca Natow, Performance 
Accountability Systems for Community Colleges: Lessons for the Voluntary 
Framework of Accountability for Community Colleges (New York: Community 
College Research Center, 2009); John Immerwahr, Jean Johnson, and Paul 
Gasbarra, The Iron Triangle: College Presidents Talk about Costs, Access, and 
Quality (San Jose: National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education, 
2008). Because the publicly available version of the report did not distinguish 
respondents based on their type of institution, I obtained that data directly 
from the authors.

10. My projects have included a six-state study of the effects of welfare reform 
and the Workforce Investment Act, a multicampus study of contextualized 
learning practices in community colleges, and interviews involved in the 
writing and dissemination of a Brooking Institution blueprint on “trans-
forming community colleges.”

11. Thomas Bailey, Davis Jenkins, and D. Timothy Leinbach, “Is Student Success 
Labeled Institutional Failure? Student Goals and Graduation Rates in the 
Accountability Debate at Community Colleges” (New York: Community 
College Research Center, 2006).

12. Author’s calculations using NCES QuickStats.
13. For example, 28 percent of BA recipients earn their degrees more than six 

years after first beginning college (though this statistic isn’t limited to com-
munity colleges). See Paul Attewell and David Lavin, “Distorted Statistics on 
Graduation Rates,” Chronicle of Higher Education, July 6, 2007.

14. This is true after setting aside research support and student financial aid, 
both of which primarily accrue to four-year institutions and their students. 
See Goldrick-Rab et al., Transforming Community Colleges.

15. John Bound, Michael Lovenheim, and Sarah Turner, “Why Have College 
Completion Rates Declined? An Analysis of Changing Student Preparation 
and Collegiate Resources” (Working Paper 15566, National Bureau of 
Economic Research, Cambridge, MA, December 2009).

16. Elaine H. El-Khawas and Linda Knopp, Campus trends (panel report, Higher 
Education Panel, American Council on Education, Washington, DC, 1996).

9780230110311_11_ch09.indd   2909780230110311_11_ch09.indd   290 11/2/2010   2:33:34 PM11/2/2010   2:33:34 PM



ACCOUNTABILITY FOR COMMUNITY COLLEGES   291

17. Goldrick-Rab et al., Transforming Community Colleges.
18. For recent reflections on these issues by a number of community-college 

experts, see the commentary associated with this article: Jennifer Epstein, 
“Taking Aim at the Supply Side,” Inside Higher Ed, December 8, 2009, http://
www.insidehighered.com/news/2009/12/08/attainment.

19. Dougherty, Hare, and Natow, Performance Accountability Systems.
20. For examples of this line of research, see Mariana Alfonso, “The impact of 

community college attendance on baccalaureate attainment,” Research in 
Higher Education 47, no. 8 (2006); W. R. Doyle, “The Effect of Community 
College Enrollment on Bachelor’s Degree Completion,” Economics of 
Education Review 28, no. 2 (April 2009): 199–206; D. E. Leigh, and A. 
M. Gill, “Do Community Colleges Really Divert Students from Earning 
Bachelor’s Degrees?” Economics of Education Review 22, no. 1 (February 
2003): 23–30; Bridget Terry Long and Michael Kurlaender, “Do Community 
Colleges Provide a Viable Path to the Baccalaureate Degree?” Educational 
Evaluation and Policy Analysis 31, no. 1 (2009): 30–53; Cecilia Rouse, 
“Democratization or diversion? The effect of community colleges on edu-
cational attainment,” Journal of Business and Economic Statistics 13, no. 
2 (April 1995): 217–224; Cecilia Rouse, “Do Two-Year Colleges Increase 
Overall Educational Attainment? Evidence from the States,” Journal of 
Policy Analysis and Management 17, no. 4 (Fall 1998): 595–620; Jennifer L. 
Stephan, James E. Rosenbaum, and Ann E. Person, “Stratification in College 
Entry and Completion,” Social Science Research 38, no. 3 (September 2009): 
572–593.

21. Stephan, Rosenbaum, and Person, “Stratification in College Entry and 
Completion.”

22. Juan Carlos Calcagno et al., Stepping Stones to a Degree: The Impact of 
Enrollment Pathways and Milestones on Community College Students 
(New York: Community College Research Center, 2006); Colleen Moore, 
Nancy Shulock, and Jeremy Offenstein, Steps to Success: Analyzing 
Milestone Achievement to Improve Community-College Student Outcomes 
(Sacramento: Institute for Higher Education Leadership and Policy, 
2009).

23. Timothy Bailey and Jim Jacobs, “Can Community Colleges Rise to the 
Occasion?” American Prospect. October 26, 2009.

24. Jobs for the Future, Test Drive: Six States Pilot Better Ways to Measure and 
Compare Community College Performance (report prepared for Achieving 
the Dream: Community Colleges Count initiative, Boston: Jobs for the 
Future, July 2008).

25. Ibid.
26. The author thanks Robert Kelchen of the University of Wisconsin-Madison 

for computing these figures using the IPEDS Data Center.
27. Margaret E. Goertz, “Standards-based Accountability: Horse Trade or Horse 

Whip?” in From the Capitol to the Classroom: Standards-based Reform in 
the States, ed. Susan Fuhrman (Chicago: National Society for the Study of 
Education, 2001).

9780230110311_11_ch09.indd   2919780230110311_11_ch09.indd   291 11/2/2010   2:33:34 PM11/2/2010   2:33:34 PM



292   SARA GOLDRICK-RAB

28. Indeed, two of America’s top thirty community colleges, as identified by 
Carey (2007), have graduation rates of 10 percent. Carey’s rankings are based 
primarily on CCSSE data rather than graduation rates.

29. Immerwahr, Johnson, and Gasbarra, The Iron Triangle.
30. Chad Aldeman and Kevin Carey, Ready to Assemble: Grading State Higher 

Education Accountability Systems (Washington, DC: Education Sector, 
2009).

31. Darrell M. West, Grover J. Whitehurst, and E. J. Dionne, Invisible: 1.4 
Percent Coverage for Education is Not Enough (Washington, DC: Brookings 
Institution, 2009).

32. Immerwahr, Johnson, and Gasbarra, The Iron Triangle, 30.
33. Goldrick-Rab et al., Transforming Community Colleges.
34. Douglas N. Harris and Sara Goldrick-Rab, “The (Un)Productivity of 

American Colleges: From ‘Cost Disease’ to Cost-Effectiveness” (paper 
 presented at the American Education Finance Association meetings, 
Richmond, Virginia, March 19, 2010).

35. These indicators come from Richard Alfred, Christopher Shults, and Jeffrey 
Seybert, Core Indicators of Effectiveness for Community Colleges, 3rd ed. 
(New York: Community College Press, 2007).

36. Davis Jenkins, Todd Ellwein, and Katherine Boswell, “Formative Evaluation 
of the Student Achievement Initiative ‘Learning Year’ ” (New York: 
Community College Research Center, 2009).

37. See Kevin Carey, “America’s Best Community Colleges,” Washington 
Monthly, June 2007; Kevin Carey, “Rankings Help Community Colleges and 
Their Students,” Inside Higher Ed, August 27, 2007.

38.  “Community Colleges to Create New Accountability System to Improve 
Graduation Rates,” news release, October 6, 2009, http://www.luminafoun-
dation.org/newsroom/news_releases/2009–10–06.html.

39. Wendy Erisman and Lan Gao, Making Accountability Work: Community 
Colleges and Statewide Higher Education Accountability Systems 
(Washington, DC: Institute for Higher Education Policy, 2006).

40. Dougherty, Hare, and Natow, Performance Accountability Systems.
41. Thomas Bailey, Juan Carlos Calcagno, Davis Jenkins, Timothy Leinbach, 

and Gregory Kienzl, “Is Student Right-to-Know All You Should Know? 
An Analysis of Community College Dropout Rates” Research in Higher 
Education 47, no. 5 (August 2006).

42. Of course, some argue that a virtue of a good accountability system is 
 creating a fear of negative press (or other publicity) which spurs institutional 
leaders to improve their performance and avoid such negative attention. This 
is the assumption of ratings systems, for example. See Carey, “America’s Best 
Community Colleges” and Carey, “Rankings Help Community Colleges 
and Their Students.” This theory of change, however, is likely less effec-
tive in motivating the work of a sector that is on the bottom of the totem 
pole, demoralized, and underfunded. It is also less likely to work in a sector 
that lacks much competition for enrollment; students simply do not choose 
among community colleges the way they do among four-year institutions.

9780230110311_11_ch09.indd   2929780230110311_11_ch09.indd   292 11/2/2010   2:33:34 PM11/2/2010   2:33:34 PM



ACCOUNTABILITY FOR COMMUNITY COLLEGES   293

43. Immerwahr, Johnson, and Gasbarra, The Iron Triangle, 22.
44. “Test Drive: Six States Pilot Better Ways to Measure and Compare Community 

College Performance.”
45. U.S. Department of Education, “Statewide Longitudinal Data System Grant 

Program: Request for Applications-84.384 (FY09 ARRA),” http://www.
dataqualitycampaign.org/files/FY09_ARRA_WebEx_for_Labor.pdf.

46. Data Quality Campaign, “10 Essential Elements of a State Longitudinal Data 
System,” http://www.dataqualitycampaign.org/survey/elements.

47. Davis Jenkins, “Institutional Effectiveness and Student Success: A Study 
of High- and Low-Impact Community Colleges,” Journal of Community 
College Research and Practice 31, no. 12 (December 2007): 945–962; Davis 
Jenkins and Monica Reid Kerrigan, “Faculty and Administrator Data Use 
at Achieving the Dream Colleges: A Summary of Survey Findings” (New 
York: Community College Research Center, 2009); Elizabeth Zachry and 
Genevieve Orr, “Building Student Success from the Ground Up: A Case 
Study of an Achieving the Dream College” (New York: MDRC, 2009).

48. Dougherty, Hare, and Natow, Performance Accountability Systems.
49. For more, see Government Accountability Office, “Workforce Investment 

Act: States and Local Areas Have Developed Strategies to Assess Performance, 
but Labor Could Do More to Help” (Washington, DC: GAO, June 1, 2004); 
“Workforce Investment Act: Additional Actions Would Further Improve 
the Workforce System” (Washington, DC: GAO, June 28, 2007); “Workforce 
Development: Community Colleges and One-Stop Centers Collaborate to 
Meet 21st Century Workforce Needs” (Washington, DC: GAO, May 2008).

50. Kevin J. Dougherty and Esther Hong, “State Systems of Performance 
Accountability for Community Colleges: Impacts and Lessons for 
Policymakers” (Boston: Jobs for the Future, 2005).

51. Kevin J. Dougherty and Rebecca Natow, “The Demise of Higher Education 
Performance Funding Systems in Three States” (working paper, Community 
College Research Center, May 2009).

52. Jenkins, Ellwein, and Boswell, “Formative Evaluation.”
53. Erisman and Gao, Making Accountability Work.

9780230110311_11_ch09.indd   2939780230110311_11_ch09.indd   293 11/2/2010   2:33:34 PM11/2/2010   2:33:34 PM



9780230110311_11_ch09.indd   2949780230110311_11_ch09.indd   294 11/2/2010   2:33:34 PM11/2/2010   2:33:34 PM


