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Community colleges across the nation have struggled with retention issues for decades.  

Questions of why students drop out and what factors influence the decision to remain or leave 

college prior to completion persist.  Research has uncovered some of the influences on student 

persistence in higher education; however, community colleges, and to an even lesser degree, 

vocational programs, have received little attention.  This case study examined the influences on 

student retention in a rural community college vocational education program which has a record 

of high retention and persistence to graduation rates.  The qualitative research methodology 

employed examined the perceptions of seven current program students, nine program graduates, 

the sole program faculty member, and nine program advisory committee members.  The results 

of the study yielded the following themes as factors which influence retention in this particular 

setting:  program design, faculty, cohort, social aspects, the instructional environment, 

institutional support/programs, industry-sponsored events, and industry contributions.  The 

findings suggest that community college student retention in vocational settings is a multi-

dimensional phenomenon affected by a host of factors which collectively influence a student’s 
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ability to persist to graduation.  Future research regarding this topic may be able to utilize the 

results of this study to further advance the knowledge of student retention strategies in 

community college vocational settings.        
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

Introduction 

Retention of college students has been the subject of educational research for many 

decades (Tierney, 2000; Braxton, 2000).  Questions of why students drop out, factors relating to 

student retention, and strategies for improving student success provide useful inquiry into the 

subject.  Much of the scholarly work is based on four-year university student populations.  

Community colleges have received much less research attention, although the problems of 

retention are well documented in these settings (Hoachlander, Sikora, & Horn, 2003; Tinto, 

2006).  Mohammadi (1996) indicates slightly over 50 percent of public two-year college students 

do not return for their second year.  This rate has been relatively consistent for decades (Tinto, 

2006).  Bailey et al., (2004) reported of all first-time college students who entered a community 

college in 1995, only 36 percent earned a certificate, associate or bachelor’s degree within six 

years.  These rates are simply not acceptable to a growing number of educators and policymakers 

(Bailey & Leinbach, 2005).  External pressure to increase student persistence rates and 

increasing calls for accountability continue to mount.  Bailey et al., (2005) report, “The use of 

completion rates as the primary yardstick for accountability puts pressure on community colleges 

to improve student outcomes” (p.1).   

Community colleges are tasked with some of the most difficult work in all higher 

education.  Providing educational access to students with a wide range of experiences, interests, 

and abilities is not that unusual in academia.  However, as open access institutions, the 

characteristics of community college student populations present significant challenges on their 

respective paths to successful completion of programs and degrees.  Many community college 

students are identified as at-risk students and come from a variety of academic, social, economic, 
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and ethnic backgrounds.  Roueche & Roueche (1993) identified a number of characteristics 

which put many of these students at risk: 

 First-generation learner/little support 
 Pathways to success unknown 
 Poor self-image 
 Have not left the neighborhood 
 Failure/self-defeatism/unreachable goals 
 Work 30 hours per week/social ills 
 Average age 29 
 Returning women 
 Large minority student population 
 Increasing numbers of foreign-born students 
 Economic insecurity: one-third below poverty level 
 Desperation/economically driven 
 Academically weak 
 Top 99 percent of graduating class 
 Poor or low test scores/GED (p. 39) 

Upon reviewing this list, one recognizes these are shared characteristics of many students served 

by community colleges.  The task of helping these students find college success is very difficult 

and one in which community colleges have historically struggled (Roueche, Baker, & Brownell, 

1971).    

This study examined a vocational education program at a rural community college in 

western Nebraska which has a record of exemplary student retention and serves as an example, 

despite the stated odds, of how a college program can achieve student retention and success 

goals.  The ACT (2008) reported the national average for first-year to second-year retention in 

public two-year colleges was 53.6 percent (Table 2); however, the national persistence to degree 

rates for these same institutions was 29.3 percent (Table 5).  Western Nebraska Community 

College (hereinafter referred to as WNCC), as an institution, reports a fall to fall retention rate of 

55 percent and a persistence to degree rate of 24 percent.  The program under study, Powerline 
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Construction and Maintenance Technology, (hereinafter referred to as PC&MT), trains students 

for occupations in the electric utility industry.  The program is purposely designed so that 

students enter in the summer semester of one academic year and complete their diploma in the 

following spring semester (12 months) or the associate of occupational science degree in the 

following summer semester (15 months).  As a result, the fall to fall data are not recorded; 

however, the persistence to degree rate for the last three years has been 92% (M. Barkeloo, 

WNCC Institutional Research Director, personal communication October 13, 2009).  Since the 

program’s inception in summer semester 2006, 35 of 38 students have completed the diploma or 

Associate of Occupational Science degree within 15 months. 

Students have the option of pursuing diplomas (57 college credit hours) or associate of 

occupational science degrees (66 college credit hours).  Students seeking the diploma option 

must meet General Education requirements according to college catalog requirements, and 

successfully complete eight credits of required General Education courses, three credits of the 

Powerline Technology Core courses, and all five Skill Set Areas to total at least 57 credit hours.  

Students wishing to pursue the associate degree must complete 15-17 credits of the required 

General Education Core, six credits of the required Power Line Technology Core and all five 

Utility courses to total at least 66 credit hours. 

Problem Statement 

The study of retention and persistence in college is well documented.  Models and 

theories such as those of Spady; Tinto; Astin; Pascarella, Duby & Iverson; Bean & Metzner and 

Pascarella & Terenzini have contributed significantly to our growing understanding of student 

attrition and retention.  The research of the last three decades of the 20th century has helped 

identify factors which influence a student’s decision to drop out of school or persist to degree 
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completion.  However, the vast majority of these studies are not typical of the community 

college student experience.  They are conducted in four-year, residential universities and colleges 

with students whose characteristics are quite dissimilar to community colleges.   

The need exists for qualitative research examining students in community college settings 

which have been successful in their educational pursuits.  Furthermore, by examining the 

successful student experience and capturing their individual, unique perspectives, gains can be 

made in helping to understand potential factors which may influence student success.  Matters 

relating to student retention will become increasingly important as more students seek 

opportunities in higher education.  The National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES) (2009, 

p. 8) indicates total enrollment in degree granting institutions increased 28 percent from 1993 

(14.3 million students) to 2007 (18.2 million students).  The NCES (2009, p. 8) further projects 

an additional increase in total enrollment of 13 percent between 2007 and 2018 for an estimated 

total of 20.6 million students in degree granting institutions.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to focus on the factors influencing student retention in a 

rural community college vocational education program.  The study was designed to gain the 

perspectives of current students, program graduates, the sole program faculty member, and the 

program advisory committee members.  The study attempted to capture key thematic elements 

from and across a variety of constituents which lead to the successful completion of the program 

and contribute to an increased understanding of the factors which influence student retention in 

this setting. 
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Research Questions 

1. What are current students’ perspectives of the factors which are contributing to their 
retention in the program? 

 
2. What are program graduates’ perspectives of the factors which contributed to their 

retention and successful completion of the program? 
 
3. What is the faculty member’s perspective of the factors which contribute to the 

program’s high retention and successful completion rate? 
 
4. What are the program advisory committee members’ perspectives of the factors 

which contribute to the program’s high retention and successful completion rate?  

 

Organization of the Study 

The study is organized as follows: 

Chapter 2 - contains the literature review of some important student retention and 

persistence models and theories which have dominated the research since 1970.  The various 

research helps to identify variables which contribute to student drop out, retention, and 

persistence.  The literature review provides an informative background for the purposes of this 

study. 

Chapter 3 - presents the research methodology utilized to collect the necessary data for 

the study.  This qualitative project used the case study method to examine a vocational education 

program in a rural community college setting.  The research design included the use of 

interviews, focus groups, and classroom/field laboratory observations.   

Chapter 4 - The purpose of this chapter is to present and summarize the major findings of 

this qualitative research project which focused on the factors influencing student retention and 

successful program completion in a rural community college vocational program.   
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Chapter 5 – The intent of this chapter is to offer interpretations of the results of the 

research.   The focus then shifts to the implications for research, practice, and policy.  The 

chapter finishes with suggestions for future research and the conclusion.   

Limitations 

This case study has the following limitations:  First, the study was conducted at a rural 

community college.  While a significant portion (29%) of community colleges are classified as 

rural (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2008), the research results are particular to this 

institution and the respective participants.  Second, the study involved male participants only.  

The program has, to date, never had a female applicant complete the application process for 

entry into the program.  As a result, female perspectives are not addressed in this study and 

would most certainly provide their own unique experiences and perspectives which this research 

will not afford.  Third, this study involved a specific vocational educational setting in a rural 

community college; therefore the results may not be generalizable to the entire community 

college student body population. 

Definition of Terms 

Dropout: Withdrawing from an institution before graduation. 

Retention: The process of helping students meet their needs so they will persist 
toward achieving their educational goals (Moxley et.al., 2001). 

Persistence: Enrolling as a full-time student in successive semesters. 

Vocational education: Practical and applied instruction aimed at matching students with work 
positions in industry and commerce (Benavot, 1983).   

Student success:   The attainment of educational goals, specifically graduation with a 
diploma or associate degree. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

Student retention and success has been a growing concern for institutions of higher 

learning.  Tinto (1993) states, “More students leave their college or university prior to degree 

completion than stay.  Of the nearly 2.4 million students who in 1993 entered higher education 

for the first time, over 1.5 million will leave their first institution without ever receiving a degree.  

Of those, 1.1 million will leave higher education altogether, without ever completing either a 

two- or a four-year degree program” (p. 1).  The factors influencing a student’s decision to 

remain in school or dropout are complicated especially at the nation’s community colleges.  

Central to the mission of community colleges is the idea of open access.  Open access ensures 

that anyone who can benefit from higher education has the opportunity to do so regardless of 

their level of preparedness for college level work.  Learners come to community colleges for a 

variety of reasons and many from educational, ethnic, and socioeconomic backgrounds which 

put them at considerable risk of and leave them particularly vulnerable to dropping out.  Yet, 

community colleges remain true to their mission in spite of the odds staked against their students.  

Retention is only likely to garner more attention in the years to come as the number of 

community college students continues to increase in the wake of increasing calls for institutional 

accountability.       

Research on student retention over the last four decades has focused primarily on four-

year colleges and universities with the emphasis on full-time, traditional-aged, residential 

students (Bailey & Alfonso, 2005; Patton et al., 2006). The foundational models developed by 

scholars such as Spady; Tinto; Astin; Pascarella, Duby & Iverson; Bean & Metzner, and 

Pascarella & Terenzini, have provided a necessary bedrock from which to consider the factors 
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influencing student decisions to persist.  These studies have contributed in meaningful and 

substantial ways to our understanding of the multiple and varied components which shape 

student persistence behavior.  The difficulty has come in the application of these models to the 

diverse and complex settings of the community college.   As a result, empirical tests of these 

models in community college environments have netted mixed results.  When considering 

vocational programs in community college settings, the data are further limited.  The research is 

virtually nonexistent on this population of students even though they are less likely to complete 

degrees than their academic transfer counterparts (Ko, 2005; Levesque, Lauen, Teitelbaum, Alt, 

& Librera, 2000).  Nonetheless, the existing models and retention theories have forced 

practitioners to consider a variety of complex variables associated with student retention and 

degree completion and began to focus our attention on what community colleges can do to 

promote student success. 

Important Student Retention Studies 

Spady’s Model of the Undergraduate Dropout Process (1971) 

Spady (1971) applied the ideas of Durkheim’s (1951) theory on suicide to develop the 

first theoretical model on college student dropout.  The idea that shared group values and 

friendship support could be expected to reduce the likelihood of suicide was transferred by 

Spady to the college dropout process.  The notions of shared group values and friendship support 

would provide the foundation for Tinto’s work and correspond with social and academic 

integration.   Spady’s model incorporated shared group values, grade performance, normative 

congruence, and friendship support as the primary factors which would lead to increased social 

integration.  A greater level of social integration would increase satisfaction, which would then 
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transfer to an increased level of institutional commitment.  The likelihood of dropping out would 

diminish with higher levels of institutional commitment (Figure 1).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Spady’s model is important on two fronts.  First, Spady recognized the decision to drop 

out of college is a longitudinal process.  Second, he identified family background, academic 

potential, ability, and socio-economic status as characteristics which influence the dropout 

process.  Spady’s model is concerned with the congruence between the student and the 

educational environment, a simultaneous integration into the academic and social realms of 

college life. 

Spady tested his model by conducting a longitudinal study of 683 first-year students 

enrolled at the University of Chicago.  The following variables were of particular interest in the 

study:  1) family background, 2) academic potential, 3) normative congruence, 4) friendship 

Figure 1:  A theoretically-based model of the undergraduate dropout process (Spady, 1971). 
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support, 5) grade performance, 6) intellectual development, 7) social integration, 8) satisfaction, 

9) institutional commitment, and 10) dropout decision.  The results of the four-year study 

indicated that formal academic performance was the dominant factor in accounting for student 

attrition (Spady, 1971).  Social integration, grade performance, and intellectual development 

were also reported to be directly related to persistence.   

Although important to our understanding of the potential variables which influence 

student persistence, the sample used for Spady’s study is worth noting.  Spady (1971), speaking 

of the students selected for the study, states, “Two-thirds had attended schools that sent over 

50% of their graduates to four-year colleges and universities, and over a third ranked in the upper 

2% of their graduating class.  In addition, nearly two-thirds of these students scored above the 

90th percentile for all American college students on the Scholastic Aptitude Verbal and 

Mathematical Tests” (p. 40).  Spady’s research sample varies significantly when compared to the 

sample used for the purposes of this study.   

Tinto’s Model of Institutional Departure (1975, 1987, 1993) 

Tinto’s model on student persistence is perhaps the most influential, pervasive, and 

studied scholarly work on the subject (Braxton, 2000; Braxton, Sullivan, & Johnson, 1997).  This 

model draws from the work of Durkheim’s (1951) theory of suicide and the rites of passage in 

tribal societies studies of Dutch anthropologist Van Gennep (1960).  Tinto asserts that the degree 

to which an individual is socially and academically integrated into various aspects of a university 

impacts the student’s decision to persist.  As seen in Figure 2, Tinto’s (1975) model 

differentiates between social integration and academic integration and the extent to which these 

areas influence student retention.   
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 Tinto, building on nearly two decades of additional research, introduced a more 

comprehensive model of institutional departure in 1993.  The model, interactional and 

longitudinal, examines the many influences on the student departure decision.  Tinto (1993) 

states:   

It emphasizes the longitudinal process of interactions which arises among 
individuals within the institution and which can be seen over time to account for 
the longitudinal process of withdrawal or disassociation which marks individual 
departure.  In this sense it is not merely a descriptive model of departure but an 
explanatory one.  Its primary goal is not simply to describe the degree to which 
different individual and institutional attributes are associated with departure.  
Though that description may follow from the model, it is not its primary goal.  
Rather the model seeks to explain how interactions among different individuals 
within the academic and social systems of the institution and the communities 
which comprise them lead individuals of different characteristics to withdraw 
from that institution prior to degree completion (p. 113).   

 

Figure 2:  A conceptual schema for dropout from college (Tinto, 1975). 
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As seen in Figure 3, central to the model are the academic and social systems which influence 

academic and social integration. 

  

 Tinto (1993) further describes his model stating, “it argues that individual departure from 

institutions can be viewed as arising out of a longitudinal process of interactions between an 

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. 113).  Social integration includes peer group interactions and 

participation in the social aspects and activities of college life.  Academic integration is typically 

measured by grades or other academic achievement indicators and faculty/staff interactions.  

Tinto (1993) indicates when a student makes the decision to leave college it “reflects the 

Figure 3:  Tinto’s longitudinal model of institutional departure (Tinto, 1993). 
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character of the individual’s social and intellectual experiences within the institution.  

Specifically, they mirror the degree to which those experiences serve to integrate individuals into 

the social and intellectual life of the institution” (p. 50).   

Tinto’s work on student departure over the past four decades has lead to a greater 

understanding of the social and academic influences on students’ decisions to persistence in 

college.  In addition, his research has helped to identify common elements of successful retention 

strategies in higher education.  As we come to a more comprehensive knowledge of student 

departure and how institutions can combat the dilemma, our community colleges can implement 

strategies which will hopefully affect student retention.  Tinto (1993) outlines the following three 

principles of effective retention: 

1. Effective retention programs are committed to the students they serve.  They put 
student welfare ahead of other institutional goals. 
 

2. Effective retention programs are first and foremost committed to the education of 
all, not just some, of their students. 
 

3. Effective retention programs are committed to the development of supportive 
social and educational communities in which all students are integrated as 
competent members (pp. 146-147). 

Tinto further concludes, “The secret of successful retention, if there is one, lies in understanding 

these principles and how they can be applied to the complex problem of the retention of different 

students in different institutional settings” (1993, p. 146).  Retention strategies must take into 

account an analysis of the institutional setting and the student population in order to maximize 

effectiveness.  Retention strategies should be uniquely crafted and not implemented in a one-

size-fits-all fashion. 
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Tinto’s model has been criticized for its application to single university and four-year, 

residential settings; however, as described by Tinto, his theory “is not a systems model of 

departure” (1993, p. 112).  Tinto carefully describes what the model is designed to do: 

1. First and foremost, the model is intended to speak to the longitudinal process of 
departure as it occurs within an institution of higher education…the immediate 
focus of the model will be on explaining why and how it is that some individuals 
come to depart their institution prior to completing their degree programs. 
 

2. Second, the model pays special attention to the longitudinal process by which 
individuals come to voluntarily withdraw from institutions of higher education. 
 

3. Third, the model is longitudinal and interactional in character.  It emphasizes the 
longitudinal process of interactions which arises among individuals within the 
institution and which can be seen over time to account for the longitudinal process 
of withdrawal or disassociation which marks individual departure (1993, pp. 112-
113).    

Although Tinto’s model has been tested primarily in university settings, there are currently no 

alternative, comparable comprehensive models which exist for exclusive use in community 

colleges. This is important because of the differences in typical student characteristics between 

four-year and two-year college students and the inability of theory based in these settings to 

account for these differences (Bailey & Alfonso, 2005; Bailey et al., 2005; Braxton & Lien, 

2000).  Some have argued for the development of a new theory of student departure for 

community colleges rather than revising the existing models (Braxton & Hirschy, 2005).       

Astin (1970, 1977, 1993) 

Another important body of research examines personal characteristics of college entrants 

and how those characteristics influence dropping out.  Astin’s research included a longitudinal 

study of 41,356 entering freshmen in fall of 1968.  These students were selected from a national 
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sample of both four-year and two-year college and university students.  The primary aim of the 

study was to gather predictive data and develop a measure of dropout-proneness for each student.   

The methodology was quantitative in nature and relied on responses from a 175-item 

survey to compile the data.  The items included personal demographic data such as age, sex, 

race, religion, and past achievements, in addition to parental income, education, and occupation.  

The survey also included questions regarding the student’s educational and career plans, study 

habits, life goals, daily activities, reasons for choosing the college, sources of financial aid, and 

self-predictions about possible college outcomes (including estimates of the chances of dropping 

out temporarily or permanently).  A follow-up questionnaire was administered to learn more 

about the student’s progress, number of years of attendance, degrees earned, current degree 

plans, and a year-by-year account of the student’s enrollment status.  It also contained items 

regarding the financing of their education, where they had lived each year since entering college, 

and the types of jobs held while in college. 

Astin utilized the student’s personal demographic data from the questionnaire (including 

SAT and ACT scores) to develop quantitative estimates of the student’s chances of dropping out 

of college.  In addition, Astin attempted to identify environmental factors (the impact of 

alternative types of financial aid, work experience, residence and campus environment, 

institutional characteristics, and the fit between the student and the institutional environment) 

which would further influence a student’s chances of dropping out.  The study revealed 

interesting findings as it relates to characteristics of the college and their students.  Astin (1975) 

reports: 

The institutions with the highest dropout rate (81 percent) are both two-year 
colleges:  one a private college located in the South, and the other a large public 
college located in the West.  Of all types of institutions, the public two-year or 
community colleges consistently show the highest dropout rates (mean of 
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approximately 59 percent).  In contrast to the selective universities and private 
colleges, the public two-year college typically have student and environmental 
attributes associated with dropping out:  students who are relatively low ability 
and relatively unmotivated, few Jewish students, high proportions of married 
students and older students, no residential facilities, limited job opportunities and 
limited financial-aid resources, and few opportunities for extracurricular activities 
(p. 111). 

Astin’s research was able to identify several environmental factors which influence a student’s 

potential for dropout among his sample group.  This was important work in the 1970s when 

community colleges were growing across the country and gaining in popularity.  Today, these 

characteristics of community college students are well-known, yet we continue to struggle with 

how to remedy the issue of student retention.  Astin’s work also focused on a range of 

institutional students from selective universities to two-year public community colleges.  These 

various groups represent very different populations.  In addition, the quantitative nature of the 

study tells us very little about the students’ experiences and their unique accounts on the 

influences of retention. 

Pascarella, Duby & Iverson (1983) 

Pascarella et al. (1983), building on the work of Tinto’s (1975) model, applied a 

reconceptualized version to nonresidential postsecondary settings.  The researchers posited that 

the factors contributing to student attrition may not be the same for students attending commuter 

institutions as for those attending residential institutions.  This discrepancy may be accounted for 

due to a decreased tendency among commuter students to participate in the social systems within 

their institutions.  Pascarella et al. (1983) noted that while academic integration was certainly 

important in matters relating to student persistence, social integration plays a minimal role for 

this student population.  This was in sharp contrast to Tinto’s assertion that academic and social 

integration are equally important in decisions to drop out or persist in college.  The researchers 
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Figure 4:  Reconceptualization of Tinto’s 1975 model of dropout from college (Pascarella, 
Duby & Iverson, 1983). 

described nonresidential students as placing less value on social activities and having increased 

demands and commitments on their time.  As a result, these two factors contribute to lower 

levels of social integration for the individual.  Pascarella et al. (1983) added student intention as 

an important concept in the reconceptualized model (Figure 4).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The group found that a student’s intent to persist at an institution was the strongest variable in 

predicting student dropout decisions.  The influence of student intention in this model has been 

important in subsequent research on student retention.  Student background characteristics were 

also found to heavily influence the nonresidential commuter student.  Pascarella et al. (1983) 
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determined that Tinto’s model was indeed useful for understanding student persistence in 

residential settings; however, for students at commuter institutions, there are more variables 

worthy of consideration which may influence student drop out behavior.       

Bean & Metzner’s Model of Non-Traditional Student Attrition in Post-
secondary Education Settings (1985) 

Bean and Metzner’s model places a greater emphasis on the environmental factors 

affecting student retention.  This model includes both four and two-year institutions with 

consideration given for non-traditional students.  This model contends that, for the non-

traditional student, social integration would be secondary to environmental factors which lay 

typically outside of the institutions control.  These factors include the student financial situation, 

the number of hours employed, outside encouragement, and familial obligations and 

responsibilities.  Bean and Metzner (1985) in their review of community college integration 

research concluded “social integration is rarely a major factor in attrition decisions” at commuter 

institutions (p. 520).   

Bean and Metzner’s model examines the following seven clusters of variables which 

interact to influence student attrition:  1) student background, 2) academic, 3) environmental, 4) 

social interaction, 5) academic outcome and GPA, 6) psychological outcomes, and 7) intent to 

leave (Figure 5). 
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As stated previously, this model emphasizes the significance of environmental factors 

over social integration in predicting nontraditional student retention and persistence.  Research at 

two-year campuses has indicated lower levels of social involvement among these students 

(Hagedorn et al., 2000; Maxwell, 2000).  For example, involvement in school clubs among 

students attending two-year colleges has been reported at less than 20 percent (Coley, 2000).  

Most community colleges across the nation are commuter institutions where students are 

balancing academics with other commitments such as family and work (Chang, 2005) making it 

sometimes difficult for high levels of social participation. 

Figure 5:  Nontraditional student attrition (Bean & Metzner, 1985) 
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Bean and Metzner (1985) recognize college academic performance as a reliable predictor 

of student persistence.  Additional research confirms that community college students do 

participate in varying forms of academic engagement such as study groups and speaking with 

faculty outside of the classroom (Coley, 2000; Maxwell, 2000).    

Pascarella & Terenzini (2005) 

An important component of the conceptual framework for Pascarella and Terenzini’s 

work on studying college outcomes is built on the research of Astin.  Using Astin’s focus on type 

of outcome and type of data, Pascarella & Terenzini (2005) “look at four different general 

clusters of outcomes based on the intersection of Astin’s two dimensions:  cognitive-

psychological (for example, subject matter knowledge, critical thinking), cognitive-behavioral 

(level of educational attainment, occupational attainment, income, and the like), affective-

psychological (attitudes, values, personality orientations), and affective-behavioral (leadership, 

choice of major, career choice, use of leisure time)”( p. 7).  A second dimension of the 

conceptual framework focuses on six questions to be asked of the evidence in each of the 

categories of outcomes.  Pascarella & Terenzini (2005) list the following questions and 

descriptions: 

1. What evidence is there that individuals change during the time in which they 
are attending college?  This question focuses on whether change or growth 
occurs during college. 
 

2. What evidence is there that change or development during college is the result 
of college attendance?  This question focuses on the extent to which whatever 
change does occur can be attributed to college attendance rather than other 
causes or influences (for example, normal maturation, differences in 
background traits between those who attend and do not attend college. 
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3. What evidence is there that different kinds of postsecondary institutions have 
a differential influence on student change or development during college?  
This question is essentially asking whether discernable differences in student 
development or the outcomes of college are attributable to the characteristics 
of the particular institution attended (institutional type, student body 
selectivity, size, financial resources) 

 
4. What evidence exists on effects of different experiences in the same 

institution?  This question is concerned with identifying different 
subenvironments or experiences inside the institution (for example, residence 
arrangement, academic major, quality of instruction, peer group involvement, 
extracurricular activities, interaction with faculty) that may have influences on 
student change or development. 

 
5. What evidence is there that the college experience produces conditional, as 

opposed to general, effects on student change and development?  This 
question essentially asks whether various influential collegiate experiences 
have the same aggregate or general effect for all students or whether these 
experiences vary in their influence for different kinds of students (for 
example, men versus women, minority versus nonminority, low-aptitude 
versus high-aptitude students). 

 
6. What are the long-term effects of college? This question addresses the 

durability or permanence of the collegiate experience, or differences in that 
experience, on students’ postcollege activities, attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors 
(p. 8-9). 

The focus of the Pascarella and Terenzini research is on outcomes of college for individual 

students rather than influences.  This shift in examining how college affects the student is 

important in the areas of educational attainment and persistence. 

The focus on the community college role in student educational attainment has been 

highly contested.  Proponents of community colleges have argued that two-year institutions 

provide opportunity for social mobility to individuals who may otherwise be left out, specifically 

lower socioeconomic and ethnic minority groups (Cohen & Brawer, 1996; Grubb, 1989).  Others 

have contested that community colleges serve to preserve social stratification by reducing 
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opportunities for some groups to enter bachelor’s degree programs (Brint & Karable, 1989; 

Dougherty, 1994).  There is research to support the notion that initial attendance at a two-year 

(versus a four-year) institution reduces the likelihood of bachelor’s degree completion by 15 to 

20 percent (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).  However, others have countered the findings with 

research which indicates community colleges play an important intermediary role between the 

completion of high school and attending a four-year college (Surette, 1997).  These studies place 

the institutions at the center of the conversation but provide limited insight into the kinds of 

experiences, backgrounds, and influences these students may have which contribute to the 

likelihood of diminished educational attainment. 

Synthesis 

Six theories, including Spady; Tinto; Astin; Pascarella, Duby & Iverson; Bean & Metzner 

and Pascarella & Terenzini were identified in the literature review as significant works in the 

study of student retention and success.  These models help us to better understand the multiple 

and diverse factors which influence student dropout and retention in a variety of higher 

educational settings.  Maxwell (2005) contends, “A useful theory illuminates what you see.  It 

draws your attention to particular events or phenomena, and sheds light on relationships that 

might otherwise go unnoticed or misunderstood…By the same token, however, a theory that 

brightly illuminates one area will leave other areas in darkness; no theory can illuminate 

everything” (p. 43).  As the author suggests, no one theoretical perspective is comprehensive 

enough to account for all the factors that influence student retention and success in college.  

However, as a collective, the different theoretical perspectives on student success and departure 

provide a more comprehensive account of the various factors that influence and shape student 

experiences from the time they begin their educational journey and carrying forward to 
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persistence and goal attainment. In their analysis of the theoretical perspectives on student 

persistence and goal attainment, Pascarella & Terenzini (2005) concluded that the theories 

emphasize “a series of academic and social encounters, experiences, and forces … [that] can be 

portrayed generally as the notions of academic or social engagement or the extent to which 

students become involved in (Astin 1985) or integrated (Tinto 1975, 1987, 1993) into their 

institution’s academic and social systems” (p. 425).  The recurring themes of factors related to 

academic and social integration are intertwined throughout the literature in various ways, shapes, 

and forms although the authors may use different language and terminology.  Decisions to leave 

college or persist to graduation for community college students seem influenced, at least to some 

extent, by appropriate levels of academic and social integration (Karp, Hughes, & O’Gara, 

2008).  The social and academic integration components of Tinto’s model most closely fit with 

my personal assumptions about what may be happening in the vocational program for which this 

research is designed to study.  However, a blatant attempt will be made to ensure the interviews 

and subsequent analysis shapes the outcome of the research and not the researcher’s personal 

assumptions.   

The question remains how do these models fit the community college vocational 

education student experience?  The historical development of these models and theories has 

relied heavily on the experiences of the four-year traditional student, who is immediately out of 

high school and resides on campus.  These theories are certainly valid and useful, but may not 

adequately account for the factors influencing the community college vocational student.  In 

addition, the studies have been quantitative and relied on survey instruments for data reporting.  

There exists a need for qualitative research within community colleges, specifically vocational 

program settings, to provide insight from the successful student perspective on the factors 
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influencing their decisions to persist in college.  In addition, most of the data examines student 

dropout behaviors as opposed to research aimed at eliciting the experiences of successful 

students.  The successful student perspective is seldom explored.  There exists a need to turn 

careful attention to the reasons students succeed in their postsecondary pursuits.  Areas largely 

overlooked by current research, such as the successful vocational education student experience in 

rural community college setting, remain to be explored.  This study, along with future related 

research, can begin to remedy the deficiencies in this area.   

Retention in Community Colleges 

Introduction 

Community colleges, in general, have garnered considerably more attention in regard to 

student retention since the turn of the 21st century; however, there exists a critical need for more 

research and the publication of intellectual work in community college settings.  Pascarella & 

Terenzini (1998) state, “While it may be the case that four out of every ten American college 

students are enrolled at community colleges, it would be a very liberal estimate to say that even 

5% of the studies reviewed for ‘How College Affects Students’ focused on community colleges” 

(p. 155).  Townsend, Donaldson, & Wilson (2004) review articles published between 1990 and 

2003 in five higher educational journals including The Journal of Higher Education, Research in 

Higher Education, The Review of Higher Education, Journal of College Student Development 

and the NASPA Journal, and found that only 8 percent even mentioned community colleges.  

Pascarella (1999) further contends, “we cannot afford to continue to operate in ignorance of the 

educational influence of a set of nearly 1,300 postsecondary institutions that educate almost 40% 

of our students” (p. 13).  Research on community college retention is growing; however, more 

effort must be placed on these academic settings.   
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Much of the existing research is placed within four-year institutions.  The demographic 

contrasts of university and community college student populations make it difficult to compare 

the two systems in terms of both defining and measuring student retention (Ashar & Skenes, 

1993; Braxton, Sullivan, & Johnson, 1997; Mohammadi, 1996).  The lack of a consistent 

definition and rules for measurement translates into multiple ways of reporting data.  The 

influence student populations have on retention must be heavily considered.  Wild & Ebbers 

(2002) state:  

Community college enrollment can mean the student is interested in a two-year 
associate degree, a one-year certificate or diploma in a career field, a series of 
classes to re-train for job competitiveness, or completion of one course for 
personal interest or skill force development.  Students in a community college 
also may be testing post-secondary education in a convenient, inexpensive 
environment.  These differences when explored through the mission and culture 
of a college tend to attract different students than are attracted to universities (p. 
508).      

Community college and four-year institution student populations can vary significantly 

and these differences make the direct application of existing retention models somewhat 

problematic.  Further complicating the matter are the differences between academic 

transfer students and vocational education students within community colleges. 

Although most of the retention studies have been conducted with residential four-

year participants, the research community has examined and revealed findings about 

community college student characteristics and how they affect retention.  The focus on 

the community college student has revealed the following: 

 The primary reasons for community college students attending college are:  
Seeking transfer, degree, or certificate - 59 percent; improving job skills – 23 
percent; and personal interest – 16 percent (Hoachlander, Sikora, & Horn, 
2003).  Similar results (66 percent, 21 percent, and 12 percent, respectively) 
were reported by Voorhees and Zhou (2000).  
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 In 2003-04, 26 percent of community college students were from the lowest 
socioeconomic quartile (Horn, Nevill, & Griffith, 2006).  Research studies have 
noted a direct relationship between socioeconomic status (SES) and persistence 
to degree completion (Garadi, 1996, Pascarella et al. (1986). 

 
 More than half of community college students are enrolled part-time, employed 

at least 20 hours per week, and have families in addition to other responsibilities 
(Cohen & Brawer, 2003; Martens, Lara, Cordova, & Harris, 1995).  Research 
studies have revealed family, work, and financial reasons as explanations for not 
returning to college (Fralick, 1993; Gabriel, 2001). 

 
 Community college students claim that financial difficulties are a key reason for 

their failure to persist (Zhai and Monzon, 2001).  Research suggests that 
students with greater financial need persist to graduation at lower rates (Wessel, 
Bell, McPherson, Costello, and Jones, 2006). 

 
 The average age of community college students is 29 (Roueche & Roueche, 

1999).  Aslanian (2001) indicates about 60 percent of adults ages 25 and older 
who study at the undergraduate level are enrolled in community colleges.  
Research studies have revealed as a student’s age increases, the likelihood of 
persistence in college diminishes (Brooks-Leonard, 1991; Hagedorn et al., 
2000).  

 
 Community college students have less demonstrated success in high school 

academics than their peers who attend four-year universities and colleges 
(Grimes, 1997).  Research studies have consistently demonstrated a positive 
relationship between high school grade point average and college persistence 
(Smittle, 1995; Kirby & Sharp, 2001). 

 
 There is a higher concentration of first-generation students enrolled in two-year 

colleges than in four-year colleges and universities (Thayer, 2000).  Thayer 
(2000) further notes first-generation students tend to have lower retention rates 
than non-first-generation students.  

As the research continues to develop, the community college world is benefiting from the 

intellectual labor of those who are exploring retention in these settings.  We know much more 

about the community college student in general; however, much remains to be explored given 

the enormous range in diversity of students and the institutions which serve them.  The need for 
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this research will only continue to grow as more students turn to community colleges for their 

higher education needs.  Coley (2000) states, “The demand for community college education and 

training in the years ahead will likely increase both for demographic and economic reasons. The 

post-industrial workforce, with its emphasis on adaptable skills, problem-solving ability, and 

technological savvy, will have education and training requirements that match up well with the 

strengths of the modern community college” (p. 26).   

Vocational Education Retention 

In their early history, community colleges served as institutions for students intending to 

transfer to four-year colleges and universities.  A shift in focus occurred during the 1920s, 

primarily through the work of the American Association of Junior Colleges, that resulted in the 

promotion of vocational education in the nation’s community colleges.  The fruits of these early 

labors would take nearly half a century to produce substantial results.  Political support and 

economic realities merged to lift vocational education to the forefront in the latter half of the 20th 

century (Brint & Karabel, 1989; Dougherty, 2001).  Since the 1970s, vocational students have 

consistently made up between 40 and 60 percent of the total student population in community 

colleges (Cohen & Brawer, 1996; Dougherty, 2001).  Although more students enroll in transfer 

programs than in vocational educational programs, more degrees are awarded in vocational fields 

than in liberal arts (Townsend, 2001). 

Retention in postsecondary vocational education settings has been largely ignored.  Ko 

(2005) states, “In spite of this trend (increasing enrollments in vocational education programs), 

almost no studies have focused on this population.  It is reasonable to expect that vocational 

education graduates in colleges have different retention patterns than other groups including 

traditional full-time younger students because their characteristics and goals are different from 
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those of other populations” (p. 461).  To simply separate the research into four-year and two-year 

comparisons does not sufficiently account for the differences that may exist between the 

community college student intending to transfer and the community college vocational education 

student.  

Many secondary vocational education graduates go directly into the workforce following 

graduation.  If they do eventually find their way to the college classroom, it is most likely at the 

community college.  Levesque, Lauen, Teitelbaum, Alt, & Librera (2000) show that secondary 

vocational students in high school were less likely than their peers to enroll in a postsecondary 

institution within 2 years after completing high school, and were more likely to enroll in 

community colleges than four-year colleges.  Even if the students do enroll in the community 

college, vocational students may find work and leave with or without the credential or acquire 

the skills they need for immediate employment and exit prior to completing their program.  

Researchers must focus more effort on examining retention trends among vocational students in 

order to see if what we understand about traditional students holds for this specific population.   

The fact bears repeating that most retention models have focused on university or four-year 

college settings which are vastly different from postsecondary vocational education within 

community colleges.  Substantial differences exist in student population demographic 

characteristics, student goals, vocational education faculty versus university faculty, curriculum, 

and instructional delivery. 

Vocational students in secondary settings receive most of the minimal research conducted 

on vocational students.  Studies have revealed retention as a key issue for secondary vocational 

students as they transition into community college academic settings as compared to four-year 

colleges.  Ko (2005) conducted a study of 2,172 secondary vocational education graduates in 
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Missouri and followed them as they enrolled in public two-year and four-year colleges and 

universities.   The cohort groups were tracked from fall semester 1996 to fall semester 2002.  For 

those students attending two-year community colleges (1,020), 71 percent had failed to complete 

their respective programs and dropped out by fall 1999.  Among secondary vocational education 

graduates who entered public four-year colleges (1152), 57 percent had dropped out by fall 2002.  

Ko (2005) suggests the finding may be the result of two important factors:  1) vocational 

education graduates from vocational-technical schools may not be as academically well prepared 

for college because they primarily focus on work-related knowledge and skills and 2) they tend 

to identify themselves primarily as workers rather than as students (Levesque, Lauen, 

Teitelbaum, Alt, & Librera, 2000).  An additional study conducted by Bailey, Alfonso, Scott & 

Leinbach (2004) focused on whether sub-baccalaureate occupational students were more or less 

likely than other types of academic postsecondary students to achieve their educational goals. 

The authors found that occupational associate students have a probability of educational 

attainment that is between 7 percent and 11 percent lower than that of their academic peers. 

Brown & Kayser’s Model of Theory of Educational Adjustment (1982) 

An important model used to explain nontraditional student attrition in postsecondary 

vocational education, the Brown & Kayser Model of Theory of Educational Adjustment, focuses 

on the student and the educational environment.  The model traces its roots back to the work of 

Dawis, England, and Lofquist (1964); Dawis, Lofquist, and Weiss (1968); and Lofquist and 

Dawis (1969) who examined workers and their work environments.  The theory posits that 

satisfaction (as pertaining to the worker and his job) and satisfactoriness (as pertaining to the 

employers’ belief that the employee is performing acceptably on the job) result in a state known 

as work adjustment.  Brown & Kayser (1982) applied this theory to vocational settings and 
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Figure 6:  Model of theory of educational adjustment (Brown & Kayser, 1982). 
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developed the theory of educational adjustment.  In their model, two main variables are thought 

to influence educational adjustment levels:  1) student satisfaction (as it relates to the student 

with regard to the institution) variables, and 2) student satisfactoriness (the institution’s view of 

student performance) variables (Figure 6).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

According to Brown & Kayser, the level of educational adjustment is directly related to the 

congruence between the student’s satisfaction of his schooling experience and the 

satisfactoriness of his institutional performance.  A high-high educational adjustment rating 

would correspond to a higher probability of student retention.  Conversely, a low-low 
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educational adjustment rating would correspond to a higher probability of student attrition.  

These ratings are fluid and may change as the levels of satisfaction and satisfactoriness fluctuate.   

The Brown and Kayser model has been implemented in Minnesota with students 

identified with special needs and learning disabilities in vocational settings.  Researchers and 

faculty worked to develop a Satisfaction and Satisfactoriness instrument over the course of two 

years to assist in identifying students with low scores.  Those identified were administered 

intervention strategies in the hopes of averting attrition.  Results of the study yielded promising 

findings for special needs learners and those identified with learning disabilities in vocational 

education settings (Brown, 1987).  

The Brown and Kayser model is important because it focused attention on postsecondary 

vocational educational settings for a specific population.  More research needs to be conducted in 

community college vocational programs with this model to determine if it can be applied across 

a variety of community college vocational settings and student populations.  The research in 

persistence and retention encourages the use of any model as it relates to each institution’s 

culture and with consideration to each respective student population characteristics.   

Vocational education in community colleges warrants increased attention.  The various 

models described have each contributed to our understanding of the influences on student 

retention in institutions of higher learning; however, an increased effort to examine programs 

with a record of success in vocational student retention is certainly overdue.  This research 

project of the Powerline Construction and Maintenance Technology program at Western 

Nebraska Community College provides an institutional context typically ignored by the larger 

body of research. 
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Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework from which this study is positioned is constructivist in nature.  

Constructivists believe reality to be socially constructed and only knowable from multiple and 

subjective points of view (Rocco, Bliss, Gallagher, & Perez-Prado, 2003).  Denzin and Lincoln 

(1998) state:  “The constructivist paradigm assumes a relativist ontology (there are multiple 

realities), a subjectivist epistemology (knower and subject create understanding) and a 

naturalistic (in the natural world) set of methodological procedures” (p. 27).  Constructivism 

posits that knowledge is constructed by individuals and is relevant to the context in which that 

construction occurs.  The basic tenets of constructivist theory, as described by Lincoln and Guba 

(1985) and Guba and Lincoln (1989), include: 

 An assumption that what is real is a construction in the minds of individuals. 
 

 There are multiple, often conflicting, constructions, and all (at least potentially) 
are meaningful. 
 

 The question of which or whether constructions are true is sociohistorically 
relative.   
 

 Truth is a matter of the best-informed and most sophisticated construction on 
which there is consensus at a given time. 
 

 The observer cannot (should not) be neatly disentangled from the observed in the 
activity of an inquiry into constructions. 
 

 The findings and outcomes of an inquiry are themselves a literal creation or 
construction of the inquiry process. 

The individuals in each group will contribute their unique understanding (knowledge) to the 

factors relating to the PC&MT program’s high retention rates.  As the researcher interviewed 

current students, program graduates, the faculty member, and the advisory committee members, 
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a construction of what influences student retention from a multiple stakeholder perspective, will 

hopefully develop as the researcher works through the research questions and probes for 

meaning.  Through the emerging themes, the researcher will construct an understanding of the 

perceived factors which influence student retention in this particular setting.     

Rorty (1991) describes knowledge as in the process not in the findings.  The construction 

of knowledge is not a focus on the discovery of a universal truth but rather on the dialogical 

process involved in seeking understanding.  The constructivist theoretical framework provides a 

foundation for which the qualitative inquiry and nature of this project is particularly relevant.  As 

we seek to understand the constructed knowledge of the case study research participants, the 

researcher will subsequently construct a new and meaningful representation of those 

characteristics affecting student retention in this research setting.  The individual’s perspective, 

in context, is critical to examining and understanding the issue of student retention in community 

college vocational settings. 

Within the constructivist theoretical framework, the researcher will also be attempting to 

conceptualize how and to what extent the social and academic integration components of Tinto’s 

model operate within the given context.  This content-centered lens provides the opportunity to 

examine a rural community college vocational setting with a history of high student persistence 

and completion rates using the defining characteristics of Tinto’s work.   This area is important 

to explore because no research exists which examines Tinto’s social and academic integration 

components within the given research context.    Tinto’s work is generally associated with 

identifying reasons for student departure.  This study may lead to an understanding of how two 

key elements of Tinto’s model, social and academic integration, influence students outside of the 

arena of institutional departure into one of vocational student success. 
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Personal Interest 

My personal interest in this project extends beyond my educational interest.  Prior to my 

doctoral studies at the University of Texas, Austin, I was fortunate to have been a contributing 

partner in the development of the PC&MT program at Western Nebraska Community College.  I 

was hired in 2006 as a full-time faculty member to assist in the creation of the program, teach 

and mentor exceptional students, and direct the day-to-day operations.  As we graduated our first 

two classes of students, I was unaware of the novelty which existed with regard to student 

retention and goal completion in the program.  After completing my first year of doctoral studies, 

and with consistent exposure to community college research literature on low student retention 

rates, I developed an interest in studying this program in hopes of uncovering something 

meaningful which would aid vocational education students and similar vocational programs 

within community colleges in their quest for successful student outcomes.   This research project 

is important on both a personal and professional level.   

Significance of the Study 

This study has significance and relevance in the following areas of community college 

leadership as it relates to student retention: 

Research 

 This study employs a qualitative research methodology which allowed for an 
in-depth, rich analysis of multi-stakeholder perspectives from current students, 
program graduates, faculty, and advisory committee members.  The majority 
of the major research studies completed on student retention are quantitative 
in nature.  This study affords a qualitative perspective aimed at connecting 
themes derived directly from students and those most intimately connected 
with the program. 
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 This study provides a very necessary qualitative analysis of an atypical 
educational research setting to the existing literature.  The setting selected for 
this study, a rural community college vocational education program, has been 
largely ignored by the collective research community.  

 
 This study contributes to the growing literature on community college 

students and retention.  There exists a considerable amount of literature on the 
university and four-year college student experience and how it influences 
student retention; however, more research must be conducted with community 
college student populations given the large and growing percentage of learners 
attending public two-year institutions. 

 
 This study is an examination of success.  Much of the research on student 

retention looks at why students drop out and fail to complete their education.  
The purpose of this research is to explore the potential reasons vocational 
students succeed in this setting, providing a necessary and different 
perspective on student retention. 

Practice 

 This study, although not intended for generalization, provides important 
insights into the factors which influence student retention in these specific 
settings.  As we develop a more comprehensive understanding of these 
factors, community college faculty and administrators can develop practical 
strategies which may improve the likelihood a student will persist to degree 
completion in vocational programs. 
 

 This study can inform our classroom practice by providing detailed accounts 
of first-hand student experiences as described by successful program 
completers.  The themes which emerged as a result of this study could be 
considered as potential contributors to the practice of classroom instruction 
and program design in community college vocational settings. 

 

Policy 

 This study considers the perspective of the program advisory committee.  
These groups are popular in community college vocational settings and 
provide critical industry support and guidance for many programs.  This 
research provides community college administrators insight into the 
perspectives of these groups and may help inform policy decisions regarding 
the use of advisory committees for vocational programs. 
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 This study provides important insights into the factors which may influence 

student persistence.  As community college leaders, along with State and 
Federal policymakers, continue to search for strategies and employ policies 
designed to combat the serious problem of student retention, qualitative 
accounts are critical.  Policy decisions are better informed by a combination of 
quantitative and qualitative research that aims at uncovering the necessary 
components of student success. 

 

This study has significant implications for research, practice, and policy in community college 

vocational settings.  The addition of a qualitative research project to the predominant quantitative 

literature adds an essential element to the understanding of the factors which can influence 

student retention.      
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

The methodology employed for this study was qualitative in nature and utilized a case 

study approach.  The purpose was to gain the varied perspectives of current students, program 

graduates, faculty, and program advisory committee members in an effort to better understand 

the perceptions and experiences which influence student retention and success.  Qualitative 

research allows individuals to voice their unique perspectives through interviews and focus 

groups.   

Qualitative Research Design and Case Study Methodology 

This research project was qualitative and employed a case study methodology to examine 

the influences on student retention in a rural community college vocational program.  The 

study’s intent was to capture the thoughts and perceptions directly from current and former 

students, the program faculty member, and program advisory committee members.  This 

information was hand coded and analyzed for emergent themes.  The following elements of 

qualitative research, as described by Creswell (2009, p. 175-176), are outlined below along with 

a description of how these characteristics were manifested in this particular study: 

 Natural setting – The researcher conducted the interviews and focus group on- 
site at Western Nebraska Community College.  In addition, classroom and 
field lab observations were conducted while in session with minimal 
interruption to the instruction.  The data was gathered by speaking directly 
with the participants and observing behaviors within their context. 
 

 Researcher as key instrument – The researcher personally collected the data 
through direct interviews and behavioral observations.  The only questionnaire 
for the study was a Student Personal Background/Demographic Sheet 
(Appendix A), which was utilized to gather demographic data.  The researcher 
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personally collected and analyzed all data from observations, interviews and 
the focus group. 

 
 Multiple perspectives – The data came from current students, program 

graduates, a faculty member, and members of the program advisory 
committee, representing a variety of perspectives. 
 

 Multiple sources of data – The researcher used personal interviews, a focus 
group session, and classroom/field observations to avoid relying on a single 
data source.     
 

 Inductive data analysis - The researcher attempted to build the emerging 
themes from the bottom up as the data was analyzed, sorted, and reanalyzed.  
The intention was to build a comprehensive set of themes from which to draw 
reasonable inferences regarding the factors which influence student retention 
in this specific vocational program. 

 
 Participants’ meanings – The researcher focused on learning the perceptions 

and meanings of the four participant groups to gain their insights.  A 
conscientious attempt was made to minimize the researcher’s perceptions 
regarding student retention in the program and report the data as collected. 

 
 Emergent design – The researcher was aware that as data was collected in the 

field and the process of qualitative research unfolds, changes or shifts would 
be necessary.  Flexibility was important in the process.  The participants were 
encouraged to share their experiences in the program openly and honestly.  
The interview question guides (Appendix B, C, D, and E) were used to 
facilitate the dialogue; however, the interviewees had freedom to speak about 
the issues which they perceived encouraged their decision to persist in the 
program. 

 
 Theoretical lens – The researcher drew upon a constructivist theoretical lens.  

As stated previously, constructivism posits that knowledge is constructed by 
individuals and is relevant to the context in which that construction occurs.  
The qualitative nature of this research project stressed the criticality of 
capturing the knowledge and perspectives of individuals directly or indirectly 
connected to the program and analyzed these constructions for emergent 
themes. 
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 Interpretive – The researcher concludes this study by making interpretations 
of what has been reported through the individual interviews, the focus group, 
and direct observations.  The individual interpretations of the study 
participants and the researcher brought a variety of valuable perspectives and 
subsequent interpretations to the inquiry.         

 
 Holistic account – The researcher attempted to report a holistic account of the 

perceived influences on student retention within the context of a rural 
community college vocational program.  The utilization of current students, 
program graduates, faculty, and advisory committee members assisted in this 
endeavor.  In addition, interviews, a focus group, and direct observations of 
the classroom and field laboratory activities helped to develop a more 
inclusive account of the research setting.  
 

Institutional Site Selection 

Western Nebraska Community College, Northern Panhandle Campus 

The institution chosen for this research study was Western Nebraska Community College 

(WNCC).  The main campus is located in Scottsbluff, Nebraska with two satellite campuses 

serving the Southern Panhandle in Sidney, Nebraska and the Northern Panhandle in Alliance, 

Nebraska.  The vocational program under consideration was the Powerline Construction & 

Maintenance Technology (PC&MT) Program situated in the Applied Technologies Division and 

located at the Alliance campus.  The program is a result of an industry interest in developing a 

regional vocational school for powerline workers that would provide a capable workforce 

interested in living and working in rural western Nebraska.  The electric utility industry 

approached the college about the possibility of partnering to develop the program in 2004.  In 

2006, WNCC, in collaboration with industry partners and the City of Alliance, Nebraska, 

enrolled its first class of powerline students.  The program is in its fourth year of existence.       

This site was selected on the basis of what Maxwell (2005) terms purposeful selection or 

“a strategy in which particular settings, persons, or activities are selected deliberately in order to 
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provide information that can’t be gotten as well from other choices.  Selecting those times, 

settings, and individuals that can provide you with the information that you need in order to 

answer your research questions is the most important consideration in qualitative selection 

decisions” (p. 88).  The site selection fills a need for retention research in the area of vocational 

education in rural community college settings.  The program’s high retention rate, within the 

context of this particular setting, provided a unique opportunity to conduct this research study.     

Participants 

Current Students 

Seven of the current twenty students (35 percent) in the PC&MT program were selected 

for individual interviews with the researcher.  These students are enrolled in their third 

consecutive semester of the program, have satisfied a minimum of 30 credit hours toward the 

completion of their diploma or associate degree, and have a demonstrated record of high 

academic achievement.  The top seven candidates of the program were selected for interview on 

the basis of overall student grade point average, field laboratory performance, and faculty 

recommendation.   The rationale for this selection criterion was based on the research literature 

which suggests a positive correlation exists between college academic performance and 

persistence (Kirby & Sharpe, 2001; Leppel, 2002; Lufi, Parish-Plass, & Cohen, 2003) and 

cumulative GPA and persistence (Brooks-Leonard, 1991; DeBerard, Spielmann, & Julka, 2004; 

Mohammaid, 1994).  Given their records of high academic achievement and persistence to the 

final semester of study, the assumption was made that the likelihood of these seven individuals 

successfully completing the program was highly probable.  The top seven students were willing 

and agreed to participate in the study.  In addition, a Student Personal Background/Demographic 
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Sheet (Appendix A) was used to collect demographic data on the current student group 

participants. 

Program Graduates 

Nine program graduates from the PC&MT program agreed to individual interviews with 

the researcher.  The researcher contacted graduates by telephone according to their current 

proximity to the Alliance campus of WNCC.  All nine participating graduates currently lived 

and/or worked within 50 miles of the Alliance campus, allowing for convenience during the 

interview process.  The initial intent was to interview seven program graduates; however, 

consideration was given to include two additional graduates to represent a more ethnically-

diverse range of students.  Representatives from each of the first three graduating classes 

compose the entire program graduate group.  A Student Personal Background/Demographic 

Sheet (Appendix A) was also used to collect demographic data on this group of participants. 

Faculty Member 

The sole faculty member of the PC&MT program was interviewed.  The faculty member 

was approached by the researcher regarding the project and agreed to fully participate in the 

study.  Permission was also obtained from the faculty member to observe classroom and field 

laboratory sessions.   

Program Advisory Committee Members 

An invitation to participate in a focus group was sent by electronic mail to the ten 

individuals comprising the program advisory committee.  These members are representatives 

from the region’s electric utility industry and serve in an important advisory capacity to the 

program.  An attempt was made to conduct the advisory focus group activity on the same day the 

committee met for their annual spring semester assembly and include the focus group in the 
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meeting agenda.  The group agreed to meet on this same day and participate in the focus group 

interview with nine out of ten advisory committee members in attendance.  

Methods of Data Collection 

Pilot Test 

A pilot test was conducted, which included three individual interviews with program 

graduates.  These initial interviews served to assist in honing the interview questions and 

provided useful feedback; however, no revisions were deemed necessary to the interview guide.  

The pilot test served as a useful tool for developing probing questions not included in the 

interview guide.  Light, Singer, and Willett (1990) suggest: 

No design is ever so complete that it cannot be improved by a prior, small-scale 
exploratory study.  Pilot studies are almost always worth the time and effort.  
Carry out a pilot study if any facet of your design needs clarification (p. 213).   

A pilot study can also shed light on the perspectives of your research subjects.  Maxwell (2005) 

states:   

One important use that pilot studies have in qualitative research is to develop an 
understanding of the concepts and theories held by the people you are studying – 
what is often called “interpretation.”  More important, it provides you with an 
understanding of the meaning that these phenomena and events have for the 
people who are involved in them, and the perspectives that inform their actions.  
These meanings and perspectives are not theoretical abstractions; they are real, as 
real as people’s behavior, though not as directly visible.  People’s ideas, 
meanings, and values are essential parts of the situations and activities you study, 
and if you don’t understand these, your theories about what’s going on will often 
be incomplete or mistaken (p. 58). 

The pilot test provided for increased quality of the interview probing questions and, as a result, a 

more accurate reflection of the perceptions of the interviewees.  Following the pilot test and a 

time for reflection, the research revisited the three pilot test interviewees and asked some 

clarifying questions.  The pilot test participants are included in the data analysis. 
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Interviews 

The interviews were conducted with three groups.  The first group consisted of seven 

individual interviews with current students.  The second group consisted of nine individual 

interviews with program graduates, three of which were conducted during the pilot test.  The 

final interview was conducted with the current sole faculty member.  Interviews were chosen as 

the main data source because of the focus on individual perspectives/experiences of current 

students, program graduates, and the faculty member.  The interview format was semi-structured 

and open-ended to allow for flexibility in order to adapt to the responses and needs of individual 

interviewees (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003).  A consent form was collected from each participant 

prior to conducting the interview (Appendix F).  Each interview was digitally recorded and 

transcribed verbatim with the permission of each individual.  The interviewees were contacted to 

review the transcribed interview for accuracy and content.   

The interview question guides, (Appendix B, C, D, and E) and subsequent probing 

questions aimed to elicit honest responses to those practices and actions which lead to a greater 

understanding of the factors influencing student retention.  The emphasis was on depth, as 

described by Rubin & Rubin (2005), which “implies searching for an answer that goes beyond 

the superficial, beyond the first response to a second and third level, and maybe more” (p. 130).  

Weiss (1994) encourages purposeful questioning which garners specific responses as opposed to 

generalizations or abstract opinions.  Careful consideration was given to ensure the participants 

understood the questions being asked and felt free to share their insights during the interview.  

Maxwell (2005) states:   

Your research questions formulate what you want to understand; your interview 
questions are what you ask people in order to gain that understanding.  The 
development of good interview questions (and observational strategies) requires 
creativity and insight, rather than a mechanical conversion of the research 
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questions into an interview guide or observation schedule, and depends 
fundamentally on how the interview questions and observational strategies will 
actually work in practice (p. 92). 

The pilot test served to assist in the refinement of the interview probing questions.  It is my hope 

to facilitate conversations where the interviewee answered freely and genuinely and create an 

environment which promoted honesty and openness.   

Focus Group 

The focus group consisted of the members of the program advisory committee.  These 

individuals have served on the committee since before the program’s inception in 2006.  Eight of 

the original ten members are still serving on the committee.  The plan was to conduct the focus 

group on the same day as the spring semester advisory committee meeting.  The researcher sent 

invitations to the members through electronic mail, inviting them to participate and worked with 

the faculty member to ensure the focus group was part of the agenda for the meeting.  The group 

meets each fall and spring semester to receive updates, address any issues or concerns, and 

provide feedback.  The committee agreed to participate in the focus group session at the 

regularly scheduled meeting with nine of the ten members present.  The program advisory 

committee has a history of supporting the college and the program and, as anticipated, the focus 

group session was well attended.  The focus group session utilized an interview guide (Appendix 

E) and was digitally recorded and transcribed verbatim with the permission of the group.  Two 

local members of the committee were asked to review the transcribed session for accuracy and 

content. 

A focus group was chosen for the advisory committee because of logistical reasons.  The 

advisory committee is made up of utility industry executives, supervisors, and managers who 

work in the panhandle of Nebraska, eastern Wyoming, and northern Colorado.  Some travel as 
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much as three hours from their home city to participate in the meetings.  This represents a 

significant investment on behalf of their employers and the individuals.  The focus group was 

held on the same day as the scheduled spring semester assembly in an attempt to make it more 

convenient to receive the group’s feedback on the factors they believe influence the successful 

retention of students in the program. 

Observations 

Classroom and field laboratory observations were conducted concurrently with the 

interviews.  These observations were a valuable tool for recording the actions and behaviors of 

current students and the faculty member in their natural setting.  The observations, in addition to 

the interviews and focus group, provided a more comprehensive examination of the behaviors 

and context of the study.  Maxwell (2005) states:   

While interviewing is often an efficient and valid way of understanding 
someone’s perspective, observation can enable you to draw inferences about this 
perspective that you couldn’t obtain by relying exclusively on interview data.  
This is particularly important for getting at tacit understandings and “theory in 
use,” as well as aspects of the participants’ perspective that they are reluctant to 
directly state in the interviews (p. 94).    

The observations focused on the following three areas:  1) student-faculty interactions, 2) 

classroom and field laboratory practices and participation, and 3) student academic and social 

engagement and integration.  The observations were recorded in a notebook and hand-written in 

the classroom and field.  The field notes included descriptive content (notes on the setting, 

people, actions, and conversations) and reflective content (notes on the researcher’s frame of 

mind, ideas and concerns) (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  The researcher transcribed the field notes 

on the same day as the observations to assist with the organization of the data and limit the 

prospect of forgetting what was observed.  A process of ongoing analysis concurrent with the 
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data collection was a personal priority.  As Coffey and Atkinson (1996) state, “we should never 

collect data without substantial analysis going on simultaneously” (p. 2).  This analysis and the 

researcher’s personal reflections were constructed into neatly organized, type-written analytic 

memos (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).  The researcher was a non-participant observer in the 

classroom and field laboratory activities and utilized the time to note the behavior and activities 

of individuals at the research site.  The researcher observed three class sessions on three separate 

days.  The goal was to paint a larger picture through observations of the factors which may be 

contributing to student persistence in the program.  The researcher noted similarities from 

session to session and consistencies in classroom and field laboratory behaviors.  Each 

observation session was comprised of approximately two hours in the classroom and two hours 

in the field laboratory, which is located at a separate facility.  The classroom/field laboratory 

observations totaled approximately 12 hours.   

Data Analysis 

Each interview and the focus group was digitally recorded and transcribed verbatim.  The 

transcript content was confirmed by interviewees to ensure meaning and connotations were 

accurate.  Based on the narratives derived from the interviews, the researcher hand coded the 

data for emergent themes.  Coding is the process of organizing the collected data into chunks or 

segments of text before bringing meaning to the information (Rossman & Rallis, 1998).  

Maxwell (2005) states, “In qualitative research, the goal is not to count things, but to ‘fracture’ 

(Strauss, 1987, p. 29) the data and rearrange them into categories that facilitate comparison 

between things in the same category and that aid in the development of theoretical concepts” (p. 

96).  The emerging themes were then analyzed to help gain a better understanding of the factors 

which influence student retention and success in the PC&MT program at Western Nebraska 
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Community College.  In addition, these themes were examined for any connection or 

applicability to the social and academic integration components of the Tinto model.  Classroom 

and field laboratory observation notes and analytic memos were also utilized to establish any 

congruence with pedagogical practice and interviewee perspective. 

Validity 

The researcher’s long-term involvement with the education and training of powerline 

students was a potential strength in terms of the validity of the study.  The researcher has: 

 Successfully completed a vocational powerline program at a two-year institution 
 

 Successfully completed a five-year powerline worker apprenticeship at a 
municipal utility 
 

 Conducted training and professional seminars related to the powerline industry 
 

 Assisted with the design, development, and implementation of the PC&MT 
program at Western Nebraska Community College 
 

 Taught powerline classes and directed field laboratory exercises for the PC&MT 
program at Western Nebraska Community College 

This involvement allowed for a unique perspective from which to perform this research study.  

The observations, in light of the researcher’s experience, allowed for more complete data 

regarding classroom and fieldwork practices and result in fewer inferences.   

The collection of rich data also helped address validity threats to the study.  Rich data are 

described as detailed and varied enough to provide a full and revealing picture of what is going 

on (Becker, 1970).  Interviews were conducted in such a way as to elicit descriptive, vivid 

responses to interview questions and were followed by probing questions in an effort to promote 

richer conversations.  The interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim.  The researcher 

was also cognizant of the need to produce rich data from observations of the classroom and field 
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laboratory relying on vivid and explicit note taking of the activities and behaviors observed 

(Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995).   

Following the interviews and focus group, the transcribed versions of these conversations 

were shared with the individuals involved in the study to ensure the proper meaning and 

perspectives were clearly captured.  Maxwell (2005) describes the process as respondent 

validation and as “systematically soliciting feedback about your data and conclusions from the 

people you are studying.  This is the single most important way of ruling out the possibility of 

misinterpreting the meaning of what participants say and do and the perspective they have on 

what is going on, as well as being an important way of identifying your own biases and 

misunderstandings of what you have observed” (p. 111).  Bryman (1988) and Lincoln & Guba 

(1985) describe a similar process as member checking.  The act of asking the respondents for 

feedback in this manner helps to validate and strengthen the researcher’s account of the interview 

responses.    

In addition, the process of peer debriefing was used to increase the validity of the study.  

Creswell (2009) states, “This process involves locating a person (a peer debriefer) who reviews 

and asks questions about the qualitative study so that the account will resonate with people other 

than the researcher.  This strategy – involving an interpretation beyond the researcher and 

invested in another person – adds validity to an account” (p. 192).  An individual was selected 

who is familiar with qualitative research protocol but unfamiliar with the research subject area. 

Triangulation 

Triangulation is the use of multiple data sources in a qualitative study (Bogdan & Biklen, 

2003).  The participant sources in this study were current students, program graduates, a faculty 

member, and members of the program advisory committee.  Data was collected through multiple 
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sources including interviews, a focus group, and classroom and field laboratory observations.  In 

addition, field notes and analytic memos were used to capture thoughts and observations in an 

organized manner throughout the study.  The sources and methods described above allowed the 

researcher to examine the research questions from multiple participants and varied perspectives.   

Reliability 

Qualitative researchers view reliability differently than quantitative researchers.  Bogdan 

and Biklen (2007) explain:  “In qualitative studies, researchers are concerned with the accuracy 

and comprehensiveness of their data.  Qualitative researchers tend to view reliability as a fit 

between what they record as data and what actually occurs in the setting under study, rather than 

the literal consistency across different observations” (p. 40).  A conscious effort was made by the 

researcher to ensure data was transcribed verbatim and member checking was completed for 

each interviewee.  Fieldnotes of classroom and field laboratory observations were also organized 

and transcribed in a timely manner.  These practices serve to strengthen the reliability of the data 

which was reported in the completed study.    

Generalizability 

Qualitative research is less concerned with the generalization of results beyond the 

subjects and setting involved in a particular study than with an accurate account of what occurs 

in a research project (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003).  The hub of this qualitative research study was 

very narrowly focused on student retention in a vocational program situated in a rural, northern 

plains community college.  Creswell (2009) reports “the value of qualitative research lies in the 

particular description and themes developed in context of a specific site” (p. 193).  Particularity 

rather than generalizability is a distinguishing characteristic of qualitative research (Greene & 

Caracelli, 1997).  This study involves a specific vocational educational setting in a rural 
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community college; therefore the results may not be generalizable to the entire community 

college student body population. 

Limitations 

 
Limitations to this study include: 
 

 Self reporting:  The researcher was dependent on the interviewees reporting in a 
truthful manner.  Maxwell (2005) states “interviews, questionnaires, and 
documents are all vulnerable to self-report bias” (p. 112).  These responses were 
recorded, transcribed, and member checked to ensure the conversation and intent 
were accurately recorded.  The researcher was also aware of the bias in self-
reporting the results. 
 

 Subjectivity:  The research methods employed attempted to minimize the opinions 
and prejudices of the researcher; however, some subjectivity on behalf of the 
researcher inevitably came through.  The focus on collecting rich, descriptive data 
served to combat researcher subjectivity accompanied by a heightened awareness 
of the importance of objective reporting.  Bogdan and Biklen (2007) state, “The 
data must bear the weight of any interpretation, so the researcher must continually 
confront his or her own opinions and prejudices with the data” (p. 37). 
 

 Context:  The context for this research project limits its generalization.  The study 
examined the perspectives of current students, program graduates, a faculty 
member, and advisory committee members of a vocational program in a rural 
community college.  The students move through the program as a cohort and 
complete their diplomas (12 months) and degrees (16 months) in an accelerated 
fashion.  The idiographic interpretation of the data occurred within a specific 
educational setting, thus limiting generalization. 
 

 Student population:  The student population for this study represents only those 
individuals whose graduation was highly probable (current students) or students 
who have successfully completed the program requirements and graduated.  This 
study is directed to those students with a record of success in achieving their post 
secondary educational goals. 
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Positionality 

The researcher was in a unique position for the purposes of this study.  As a former 

program faculty member and contributor at the program’s inception, the researcher has a sense of 

ownership in the program.  A considerable amount of time and energy was invested into the 

program on behalf of the researcher to ensure students would enjoy an optimal college 

experience and succeed in the program.  As a result, a sense of pride has accompanied the 

program’s success and its ability to help students achieve their goals.   

The researcher has also worked in varying capacities with the former students, the current 

instructor, and the program advisory committee members.  Close personal and working 

relationships have developed as a result.  This may have been potentially positive at times 

(participants were familiar with the researcher – not seen as an outsider) or negative (participants 

unwilling to communicate negative experiences).  The researcher encouraged honest and open 

dialog and expressed a genuine concern for candid data collection.  The emphasis was placed on 

acquiring truthful and sincere feedback (positive and negative) regarding the factors which 

influence student persistence. 

The researcher was aware of the potential for bias regarding his positionality with the 

program.  An attempt was made to follow qualitative research protocol with regard to data 

collection so as to minimize the researcher’s opinion and beliefs and allow the data to tell the 

story.  A heightened awareness of the potential for bias and the researcher’s positionality 

preceding the study hopefully allowed for a more objective focus on behalf of the researcher. 

Ethical Concerns 

The participants were provided with a detailed description of the research project and the 

methods used for data collection prior to their participation.  In addition, this description was 
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articulated verbally to the participants so the project was clearly understood.  Participation was 

on a voluntary basis with the understanding that the individual may, at any time, elect not to 

answer a particular question and/or terminate the interview.  An informed consent form 

(Appendix F) was supplied to each volunteer in the study.  The participant names were not used 

in the study so that all responses could remain confidential.  The participants were assigned 

numbers randomly and are only identified in this fashion throughout Chapter Four of this study.  

Neither the institution nor the individuals in this study were compensated for their participation.  

Current students were advised that participation in this study would not enhance or adversely 

affect their grades in any manner. 

Several steps were used to gain access and to secure permission to study the participants 

in this educational setting (Marshall & Rossman, 2006).  Permission was granted to the 

researcher regarding the formal use of the community college name and program by the 

president of Western Nebraska Community College, Dr. Eileen Ely (see Appendix G).  In 

addition, the program faculty member was also contacted and agreed to be personally 

interviewed, allow the interviewing of current students, and allow the direct observation of 

classroom and field laboratory activities.  Participants were advised the interviews were 

completely voluntary and may be concluded at any point during the process. 

There were no anticipated risks or adverse consequences associated with participating in 

the study.  The researcher sought and obtained approval from the Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) for the Use of Human Subjects in Research at the University of Texas at Austin prior to 

conducting the study in December 2009.  The study commenced following the approval of the 

research proposal by the researcher’s treatise committee and the IRB at the University of Texas 

at Austin.   
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The following measures were used to ensure the confidentiality of the research participants: 

1. Data collected during the study, including interview transcription, field notes, 
observations, and analytic memos, was stored in a location accessible only to the 
researcher. 
 

2. The identities of current students, program graduates, faculty member, and 
advisory committee members were kept confidential.  Random numbers were 
assigned to each participant and are used throughout the research document. 
 

3. All transcribed interviews, field notes, and analytic memos were destroyed 
following successful completion of the research project. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS 

Introduction 

The purpose of Chapter Four is to present and summarize the major findings of this 

qualitative research project which focused on the factors influencing student retention and 

successful program completion in a rural community college vocational program.  The findings 

are disaggregated utilizing the four subgroups of research participants:  the current students of 

the program, the program graduates, the faculty member, and the program advisory committee 

members.  As described in Chapter One, the research questions targeted these four groups in an 

effort to better understand the influences on student retention and persistence to graduation rates 

in this particular setting.  The results capture key thematic elements from each group as collected 

through the interview and observation processes.   

Current Students 

Overview 

 The seven students identified for participation in this study were selected based on 

overall student grade point average, field laboratory performance, and faculty recommendation.    

As indicated in Chapter Three, the rationale for this selection criterion was based on the research 

literature which suggests a positive correlation exists between college academic performance and 

persistence (Kirby & Sharpe, 2001; Leppel, 2002; Lufi, Parish-Plass, & Cohen, 2003) and 

cumulative GPA and persistence (Brooks-Leonard, 1991; DeBerard, Spielmann, & Julka, 2004; 

Mohammaid, 1994).  The top seven students were willing to participate in the study and the 

results of this section are derived from their interviews.  Given these seven students record of 
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high academic achievement and persistence to their final semester of study, it is assumed these 

students will each successfully complete their program and graduate from the college. 

 Demographic data was collected for the seven current students (Appendix H) prior to the 

beginning of each interview utilizing the Student Personal Background/Demographic Sheet 

(Appendix A).  A brief summary of the group demographics provided the following information 

on the current students who participated in the study: 

 The age range for the seven students was 18 to 42 years of age at the time of entry into 
the program 

o Mean – 24.28 years 
o Median – 23 years 
o Mode – 23 years 

 Six single; one married  
 Two first-generation college students; five indicated at least one parent with a bachelor 

degree 
 Three reported no employment while being currently enrolled full-time in the program; 

four indicated part-time employment (30 hours or less) while being currently enrolled 
full-time in the program with a mean of 16.25 hours per week worked 

 All seven reported Caucasian with regard to race and ethnicity 
 All seven were male 
 The mean high school grade point average among the seven was 3.11 
 All seven reported receiving some form of financial aid (grants, loans, and/or 

scholarships) while being currently enrolled full-time in the program 

This data listed above provides some demographic context for which to place the study.  The 

current class is all Caucasian males which limited the group diversity in terms of race/ethnicity.  

This section of the research project was conducted with seven currently-enrolled vocational 

students in the PC&MT program at WNCC. 

 The interview narratives revealed five major themes with regard to the perceived factors 

which are contributing to the retention of current students.    These factors include program 

design, the faculty, the cohort, social aspects, and the instructional environment.  The themes 
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emerged as prominent in the retention of current students as they progress toward degree 

completion.  The interviewees are identified in the narratives by the letters CS (current student) 

followed by a randomly-assigned number to protect their confidentiality.  The researcher is 

identified by the term interviewer. 

Program Design 

The program design theme emerged as an important element in student retention.  

Students consistently stated the program’s 12 and 15 month options allowed them the 

opportunity to reach their educational goals faster and thus enter the job market more quickly. 

 Accelerated Path to Educational Goals 
 

The ability to begin the PC&MT program in May of any given year and graduate with a 

diploma in 12 months or an associate degree in 15 months is a significant benefit to students.  

The program design affords the opportunity to attain a college degree with minimum time 

investment and interruption to the students’ lives. 

Interviewer: So the program design, you would say, appealed to you… 
CS#1: …yeah… 
Interviewer: …right?  Because, would you…if this had been a two-year program, 

would you have come?  If you had to invest two years of… 
CS#1: …I  might have come for the first year, but after the summer break with 

most people, they get internships on summer breaks and I don’t…I don’t 
know if I would have been able to come back. 

Interviewer: Okay.  I appreciate that.  I appreciate that honesty.  So, so that…the one-
year design of the program, you’d say, is a good thing? 

CS#1: Yeah.  It’s…that’s probably what appealed to me the most, is it only being 
one year and you get a two-year degree.  

 
 

CS#2: The reason why I chose Alliance was, it’s short…it’s twelve months…it’s 
not the traditional two-year Associate’s Degree where you have your first 
year from, what is it, August to May…and then you have your summer 
internship and then you do your second year.  I found out about this 
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program and it was twelve months, from May to May, and I was like, hey, 
this will…instead of wasting 24 months of my life in school, I can be in 
this program for 12 months, it’s smaller, it’s shorter time span and I can 
be out and doin’ what I wanna do in a short amount of time. 

 
 
 The original idea of the 12- or 15-month options came from the program advisory 

committee in the early stages of the program’s development.  The industry needed quick access 

to program graduates to meet local workforce needs.   However, the current students seem to see 

the design as advantageous to meeting their academic goals in an expeditious manner. 

 Employment 

 The program design also allows students the opportunity to enter the workforce at a faster 

rate.  Current students understand that within a year they can potentially be ready to pursue a 

career with their degree in hand.  The interviews demonstrated the short time-frame in 

conjunction with being ready for employment was of high importance to retaining students. 

CS#3: Basically, you know, to complete, you know…and the nice thing, with the 
program is it’s short…you know…the way it’s set up…it’s short and uh, 
intense which is…that’s great…you get out faster, you know…that way, 
and uh, basically to get out and work a little faster, uh, you know, too. 

 
  

 
CS#4: That helps a big deal, having one year, sweet and short, git ‘r’ done 

deal…gettin’ it done in one helps a lot.  Kinda short and sweet and you 
know, it is Alliance, Nebraska, so puttin’ in six hours a day kinda gives ya 
somethin’ to do…so I like the one year a lot… 

Interviewer: Alright.  Did you apply to any other line schools? 
CS#4: No. 
Interviewer: Okay, what if you had been given the opportunity to go to a school that 

was a two-year format with the summers off as opposed to comin’ here 
with the one year, which one would appeal to you the most? 

CS#4: Oh, I woulda came here. 
Interviewer: Okay, and why is that? 
CS#4: Just the time factor.  
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Interviewer: Okay.  Alright. So you really feel like the way the program is designed 
keeps a lot of guys in the program? 

CS#6: Yeah.  Because it’s just a year…it’s just a year investment, and then 
you’re off and you’ve got your college degree and you’re 
workin’…probably the biggest thing is you can get a two-year degree in 
one year and…I, just like, you know, they’re gonna start…they’re gonna 
need more guys soon ‘cause all these old guys are retirin’…I mean, we 
get done fast and have a good-payin’ job in one year.  

 
 The opportunity to rapidly move into the job market seems important across the age span 

of the current student class.  Employability in quick fashion makes the program appealing to 

many students.    

  
CS#5: Just knowing, well a big factor is it only takes a year and you still get a 

two-year degree out of it…makes it a lot more appealing to say, someone 
that’s not just straight out of high school…’cause we have one person 
that’s 42, I think, then 31, that makes it a lot more attractive to 
them…’cause they wanna get their job and they wanna get their schooling 
done and get right into their job right away ‘cause they, like they feel like, 
they need to do it earlier, so it  makes it more attractive to, say, someone 
that’s not straight outta high school…but still, for the people that are 
straight outta high school, they can already have a full-time job when they 
turn, say, 19 or 20. 

 
 The program’s 12-month diploma and 15-month associate degree options are important 

to students because they provide an accelerated path to educational goal attainment and provide 

the opportunity to enter the job market more quickly than traditional two-year programs.  The 

short term investment on the student’s part seems to provide an attainable, short-range 

educational goal that leads to faster employment opportunities.  The program design keeps 

graduation within reach, which seems to affect retention in this setting. 

Faculty 

 A second theme which emerged with the current students was the importance of having 

quality faculty.  The interviewees stated relevant work experience and effective teaching 
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practices as critical components of quality faculty.  The instructor, who has a professional work 

history and can communicate in the classroom to a variety of learners, seems to impact the 

retention of these current students. 

 Relevant Work Experience 
 
 The program instructor’s ability to share real-life work experience in the classroom is 

important.  The current students appreciate his knowledge and respect his ability to bring his 

experience to the learning environment.  His work history allows him to be seen as the subject 

matter expert and lends considerable credibility to his classroom instruction. 

 
CS#1: He goes through what actual corporations use for, like hiring people.  He 

goes through what you need to have and what they would like you to have 
and he also goes through like, their safety procedures and stuff that are 
online for linemen and he just gives you a lot of information that you need 
that’s not exactly in the book…but that he knows…that he’s 
experienced…he gives you all of his experiences that he’s had and that 
helps out a lot. 

Interviewer: Okay.  So, kind of drawing just from his work experience and his 
willingness to share that with you… 

CS#1: …yeah.  
 
 
 

CS#5: Uh, well, the instructor, he is, you can tell that he’s knowledgeable and 
everything and might teach you maybe a little bit more than what’s in the 
book…maybe some shortcuts that you can do, some of the stuff like that 
and just things like that. 

Interviewer: Okay.  So, tell me a little bit about what makes that instruction good… 
CS#5: Well, ‘cause there’s the basic stuff that you get in, say, our textbook…but 

there might be some things, ‘cause he has experience in it that he can 
show you and go more in-depth and show you some things that will help 
you out along that way.  
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CS#5: Just the attention to detail that he’ll put it in…like we might, ‘cause 
there’s only so much that’ll be in the textbook that for, say like, a single-
phase transformer…but he’ll maybe, well it might be that…it might not 
be in that section of the book, but he’ll take it a little farther just to kinda 
help us understand what that part was saying…’cause it might just be a 
basic thing and like, he’ll kinda go ahead a little bit, that’s with the stuff 
that’s not in the book and kind of show you to make more sense about it… 

Interviewer: …yeah…so his field experience is really helpful to you guys. 
CS#5: Yeah.  Yeah. 

 
  

The advantage of having an instructor who has worked in the industry in which he 

teaches is tremendously helpful to the current students.  They appreciate his ability to go beyond 

the text and explain concepts from a practical perspective.  Professional work experience in the 

field was identified as an important element for the program faculty member. 

 Instructor Attributes 

 The instructor attributes which were identified by the current students included the ability 

to explain concepts and theories to a variety of learners, make learning fun, and eliminate 

boredom.  The instructor’s ability to keep the subject interesting and maintain the attention level 

of students was an important element in the instructor’s skill set.   

CS#2:  What I wanna know, uh, if we go through the book and I don’t understand 
somethin’, I will have the instructor explain it two or three different ways 
on the board where I can see it…and, kinda correlate between the two, 
like your transformer banks and your schematics, uh, if I don’t understand 
one or the other, I can have him do both at the same time, and uh, I can 
look at the picture and, especially the way he explains things, I can 
understand it better than our last semester’s physics teacher could. 
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CS#3: The instructor keeps the class interesting and keeps… everybody’s 
attention… 

Interviewer: …okay, tell me more about that…  
CS#3: …Oh, he can get… 
Interviewer: …give me an example… 
CS#3: …he can get up…you know, I don’t know…he’s probably more, maybe 

he can think, you know, like the students, he can, you know, in keeping 
their interest. 

Interviewer: Yeah.  So your instructor has a way of kinda keepin’ it lively… 
CS#3: …yes, he does…he’s joking around and keeps  it…that’s what…there’s 

far and few in between that have that ability to instruct like that.  And I’ve 
been through a lot of professors with school and stuff, but he’s just a joy 
to…it’s…it’s fun to come to class. 

    
 

CS#4: Well, he does a good job of explainin’ things, if you have a question in the 
book, he’ll teach it to you, the textbook kinda keeps it pretty simple and 
usually he has a good review before a test and the instructor will help you 
out with whatever you want, spend some one-on-one time with ya after 
class if ya need a little extra help on a certain subject, so… 

 

 The instructor’s ability to make learning fun was identified by several students as an 

important element.  Classroom observations confirmed the students’ comments.  The students do 

seem to enjoy the learning that takes place.  The classroom was very lively and the students were 

laughing with each other and the instructor in each of the three classroom observations that were 

conducted.  The instructor uses humor and jokes around with students providing an atmosphere 

where learning is interesting and never boring. 

  
CS#5: Well, he makes it interesting.  He’s not afraid to joke around a little bit 

with you, but he keeps it all, like, on track…he won’t let it get outta hand 
where you might go off on a tangent one way…but he’s able to teach, but 
make it interesting for you to be able to follow and do stuff like that.  
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CS#6: Well, the instructor…he’s a pretty good teacher…he’s laid back but 
teaches us really good and everything… 

Interviewer: …okay…what do you mean by really good…he teaches us really 
good…what does that look like?  What makes him…what are the 
characteristics that make him a good instructor?  And you’re not the first 
one that’s said that, okay? 

CS#6: Yeah. 
Interviewer: So, a lot of people share that sentiment, so…what is it about the 

instructor…tell me what that looks like…and you would say, man, that 
was good instruction…so what does that look like? 

CS#6: Well, he likes to have fun, but yet he’ll teach it…just have fun with it, you 
know…not just teach and that’s it… 

Interviewer: …so he makes it interesting and fun and…it’s not just kind of here it is, 
learn it… 

CS#6: …yeah, yeah… 
Interviewer: …and go on… 
CS#6: …he has a lot of experience, so… he has good stories to tell us that go 

along with what we’re learnin’ and…just like I said, his stories and 
stuff…that go along with what we’re learning. 

 
  

CS#7: The instructor makes it really fun to learn and you know, obviously you 
have your serious times, but he makes it…he’s good at telling you and 
showing you how things are done to make everybody understand it…like, 
a lot of people…I’ve worked with people when they’re tryin’ to train you, 
that they’ll be, ‘alright…that goes there…do this’, then they walk 
away…there’s no explanation…it’s like, ‘really’? ‘Thanks.’  And he does 
a really good job of A to B to C to D and give you every step and tell you 
why every step works like that. 

 
  

CS#7: If it’s a big section, and we’ve got a lot of stuff to cover, it’s pretty much 
dead serious, you know, do this, do this, do this and then we’re done for 
the day.  But if it’s not a major section or it’s somethin’ we did a lot the 
day before, it…he does a lot of jokin’ around…like, he keeps it serious, 
but he definitely…it doesn’t get boring…that is the main thing.  He makes 
it where you wanna listen to it…so that’s the main thing.  He’s not boring 
at all to listen to. 

 
 The preceding examples from the current student narratives indicate certain qualities are 

very important in the faculty member of this respective program.  His work experience was 

highlighted as necessary to enhance the classroom learning experience.  In addition, his ability to 
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explain concepts in an easily-understandable fashion and communicate in ways that make 

learning fun and not boring are important to retaining students. 

Cohort 

 Each May a new group of students begin their journey through the program as a cohort 

group.  The students take a vast majority of their coursework together, participate in group 

registrations for the upcoming semester classes, eat meals together, and stay largely intact for the 

entire year.  The current students communicated the value and importance of being connected to 

such a cohort group.  The cohort was identified as being valuable in the development of a 

friendship network, providing a certain level of motivation, producing a valuable peer pressure, 

and creating a team environment.  These areas were said to increase the likelihood that students 

would persist in the program by current students interviewees. 

 Developing Friendships 

 The cohort provides students the opportunity to develop friendships that are important in 

their academic endeavors.  These students spend time together outside of class doing both 

school-related and non-school-related activities which build relationships that provide a 

necessary support system.  This varies from the typical college classroom experience where it is 

often difficult to make friends with everyone in all your classes.  The cohort helps students fill a 

part of something bigger and helps reduce isolationism.   
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CS#1: I’d say the challenges of the class, out at the lab, participating in all the 
stuff that we do and my fellow classmates, we are a pretty small group, so 
we all encourage each other to keep on and if we have problems, we help 
out each other and we all became pretty close. Most of the guys, I didn’t 
know…I knew only two guys that were going into the program before and 
within the first week we were pretty much all friends, so…we all became, 
like a…a brotherhood.  I mean, we all, pretty much…everyone that’s in 
the powerline class, we hang out with each other, ‘cause all my friends 
from high school, they went off to college elsewhere, so we all made 
friends and we all do things together, like we went skiing together and just 
stuff outside class that makes your brotherhood bond better and 
makes…the classroom better and motivates you a lot more. 

 
 
 
CS#3: I’d say if we have out-of-class, like homework we gotta do…we do a lot 

of that together. We do…we do a lot of things class-related, but not during 
class, that we do together, like if we have a question on something, we’ll 
all look it up and we’ll bring it to the instructor and ask him about it in 
class and just do that, like, recently since we’ve all got internships, we’ve 
just been talking about like how our companies do things differently… 

 
 
 

CS#1: I would say probably the brotherhood between everybody.  It’s like you’re 
in a real line crew and there’s just a brotherhood with all the lineman, that 
all linemen have, so…I’d probably say it’s the brotherhood with everyone 
that’s in the program and it just keeps makin’ it easier to come to class.  
And, so, I mean, once you become friends with everybody, you know, you 
guys will hang out with each other, you’ll do all your homework together, 
there’s not very many distractions or any feuds that are gonna happen, 
really. 

 
 
 

CS#4: Oh, just…kind of hang out with your buddies, you get pretty close to ‘em 
and then you work with ‘em out at the lab, you’re with ‘em outside of 
school and you can get…I think it all works out good.  You just…you just 
get to know ‘em pretty good in a short span of time…yeah, I’d say I’ve 
gotten pretty close to some guys…I’m…I’m from another state, so I’m a 
ways away from home, so uh, I got a pretty good group of real close 
friends. 
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CS#6: Just takin’, you know, regular classes and I didn’t know a single person in 

‘em.  You know, I really didn’t look forward to goin’ to those kinda 
classes at all, just ‘cause you sit there with no one to talk to…well, like 
this, you come to class, know everybody, know ‘em pretty good, that you 
could in a year…you talk about, like I said, what happened over the 
weekend…and you’re…a lot better than just goin’ just to regular college 
for me. 

Interviewer: Okay, so you really think that goin’ through as a group has been really 
beneficial to helpin’ you get through the program? 

CS#6: Yeah.  Just ‘cause I’ve already had a college experience before…and I 
know what that’s all like. 

 

 The current students seem to rely on the cohort for developing the friendships which 

become an important component in completing the program.  The amount of time the students 

spend together creates a bond that keeps them individually connected to the group.  The result is 

a valuable support network.  Classroom and lab observations seem to suggest the cohort is a 

close group of friends.  There was a great deal of interaction among all the students and no 

indication of individual students pitted against one another.   

 Motivation 

 The cohort model also provides motivation for students to continue their studies and 

persist with the group.  Individuals compete within the group on academic tests and lab 

activities, all of which serves to motivate them.  The competitive nature of the cohort helps to 

inspire its members to achieve performance levels that might not otherwise be attained outside of 

a cohort environment.   
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CS#1: It has influenced it.  I mean, it’s just…it’s pretty much  knowin’ that 
there’s always somebody there to help you, whether you’re in class or not, 
they can help you through a class, and do your homework, and get 
everything done that you need to do to graduate.  Make sure you’re still 
going to class, I mean, your friends are gonna motivate you to stay in 
school, no matter what, they always do, if you get in with the right crew 
and all these guys they’re…they’re here for the same thing…they’re 
gonna graduate…they wanna graduate, so they’re gonna motivate you to 
do the same. 

  

CS#1: Yeah, it…it has a lot.  I didn’t realize how much we’d be working 
together as a group until about the first week of class, we all started 
becomin’ friends and makin’ friends and it’s just…workin’ together as a 
group, there’s always somebody to push me to keep goin’ and we’re just 
gonna have everybody’s back…if someone needs help, you’re gonna give 
‘em help with whatever they’re doin’, so I’d say the main thing is the 
small groups that we’re in…it really helps a lot, it motivates everybody to 
do…get it done. 

Interviewer: Okay.  Now, how do you think it would have been different if you guys 
had been goin’ through individually?  You know what I’m sayin’?  Where 
you guys didn’t get to make those friendships.  How do you think it would 
have been different for you? 

CS#1: It would have been different for me because there wouldn’t have been 
anyone there to motivate me to stay in and give me help with whatever I 
need and mainly in the classroom would be the…where it would be the 
worst part, ‘cause I don’t like classroom work that much and if I was by 
myself, probably half of it wouldn’t get done.  Without people motivating 
you to do it, helping me out if I’ve got questions, so…I’d say that bein’ in 
the group really helps out a lot.  If we were just individual, I don’t think 
very many people would get through it. 

 
  
 

CS#2: …and the group doesn’t look down upon you as, well, you’re screwing 
off and you’re not participating.  And we all, in our group, understand 
that…that I may have a bad day and he may have a bad day and another 
person may have a bad day, but all in all, in general, we keep together as a 
group and we motivate each other to keep on doin’ our tasks and 
accomplish what we need to. 
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 This narrative was confirmed when the researcher conducted field observations on the 

cohort.  There was a definite sense of togetherness and collaboration that manifest itself.  The 

students are placed into five-person crews at the lab and given tasks to complete.  Within the 

crews, students motivate each other by encouraging phrases such as ‘good job’, ‘you can do it’, 

and ‘you got this’.  Individual and group motivation seems to be a natural occurrence within the 

cohort. 

 Peer Pressure 

 The cohort model also produces a sufficient amount of peer pressure necessary to help 

individuals complete the program.  The current students rely on each other to provide a certain 

measure of pressure that serves to keep the cohort intact.  The desire to live up to the standards 

established by the cohort keeps individuals closely connected to the group and seems to 

influence persistence in the program. 

 

CS#1: I’d say just the bond that we have…if one person were to want to drop out 
or not come out, they’re gonna lose all the friendship bonds that you have 
with everybody else and also, you’re gonna be looked at differently by 
them, and you’re not really gonna have the respect that you had with 
them, for going through the program, especially when they complete it 
and you never did.  So, I’d say just the motivation from just keep goin’, 
keep comin’ to class by them is just…motivates everyone around them 
and that’s what keeps everybody here. 
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Interviewer Would you say that you guys put some pressure on each other? 
CS#5: Yeah. 
Interviewer: In those situations… 
CS#5: …yeah, ‘cause there’s… 
Interviewer: …if somebody doesn’t show up or they’re not pulling their weight, I 

mean, somebody’s gonna give ‘em a kick in the butt. 
CS#5: Yeah, ‘cause you might have, say, out of your five people, three people 

might be there and to do something that might take an hour is gonna 
change to two hours…’cause you’re not gonna have those people there to 
help you out, so you kinda have to tell the people, like, they’re missing 
regularly, that they need to start comin’… 

Interviewer: …okay… 
CS#5: …yeah… 
Interviewer: …and that works. 
CS#5: Yeah, it does. 

 
 
 

Interviewer: Because you’re with a group… 
CS#6: …yeah… 
Interviewer: …and if you don’t show up one day, somebody’s probably gonna call 

you… 
CS#6: …yeah, you’re gonna have five missed calls on your phone within ten 

minutes… 
Interviewer: …that’s right… 
CS#6: …yeah… 
Interviewer: …that’s interesting.  Yeah, that’s good stuff right there.  You’re gonna 

have five missed calls in ten minutes… 
CS#6: …yeah… 
Interviewer: …what are they gonna say…what are some of the things they’re gonna 

say to you? 
CS#6: Oh… 
Interviewer: …get your butt, outta bed… 
CS#6: …yeah, it’s your turn to do all the work today, you’re supposed to be 

here, blah blah blah… 
Interviewer: …okay, that’s interesting.  So, if you miss, you’re gonna get some calls. 
CS#6: Oh yeah. 

 

 The peer pressure exerted within the cohort serves to provide accountability from its 

individual members.  The process creates an atmosphere in which no one individual wants to be 

the student who did not complete and the group does not want to lose any of its members.  It 
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seems to create accountability from two perspectives:  the individual and the group.  The element 

of peer pressure for the current students serves to ensure the cohort stays intact; therefore 

increasing student retention. 

 Team 

 The cohort also produces a team-like atmosphere for the students.  Most students entering 

the program have participated in a team sport at their high school or at a recreational level.  The 

team concept seems to keep the group working toward common goals and achieving their 

academic pursuits.  Cohort members are seen as valuable and unique contributors to the success 

of the unit. 

 

CS#2: It…basically when somebody says ‘team’ and they mean team as in one 
collective mind of a bunch of people gathered together like sheep for 
instance and that’s what I seen in a four-year college was you’re not an 
individual, you’re part of a group and that group has one idea and they go 
with that idea.  Here, it’s like, in our work group out at the lab, our five 
guys, we are a group, but we are individuals that bring all our ideas 
together and we…it’s not…well, our leader has an idea and it’s basically 
how we do it.  That’s not how it is in our group at all.  Everybody has 
their own idea of how we can proceed with the objective and everybody 
throws in their ideas and we’ll use one guy’s ideas and we’ll use another 
guy’s for further down the project, but everybody has their own idea to 
contribute and we use those ideas, we don’t just dismiss them as rubbish. 

Interviewer: Yeah.  That’s an interesting perspective…because you almost feel better 
as an individual in the cohort. 

CS#2: I do, that’s the point…that’s the point of a team, where it’s the individual 
mind and the individual person assisting the group. 
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CS#4: Oh, probably just that motivation deal, maybe like a sports team, football 
team, kinda gettin’ through the season together. 

Interviewer: Okay. 
CS#4: I hate to bring that up as a line example, but… 
Interviewer: …no, that’s a great example… 
CS#4: …it’s just kinda like a sports team gettin’ through the season, kinda 

towards the end, now…gotta keep pushin’ through…you’re with your 
group now…and it’ll be done faster than we think. It’s gone pretty fast 
already, so. 

Interviewer: So you would say ‘yes’, definitely, goin’ through as a group is helpful. 
CS#4: Yes. 

 

 The cohort provides a mechanism of support as demonstrated in the narratives by 

assisting in the development of friendships, increasing the motivation level of the members, 

providing beneficial peer pressure, and establishing a team attitude.  These elements in concert 

have a net positive effect on students persisting in the program by creating a support network that 

will not allow its members to fail.  The group has a vested interest in the individuals who 

comprise it and the individuals have a shared interest in assuring the cohort stays intact.      

Social Aspect 

 The current students provided insight into the social aspect of their college experience.  

The students spend a significant amount of out-of-class time in activities such as hunting, 

fishing, watching sporting events, and hanging out together.  The current students have shared 

interests which allow them to spend time together and increase their bond.  This time together 

strengthens friendships and provides opportunity for individuals to integrate into the group.   
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CS#2: During hunting season, everybody hunts, so we go out and, as a group, 
and I don’t know how to hunt, so they’re teachin’ me how to 
hunt…’cause I was interested in it, and they’re like, ‘yes, you have a gun 
yourself and bring it along, you have your equipment, what you need and 
let’s go out’, so we’ve done that…uh, sat around the house, bought pizza, 
watched movies…just correspondence between each other outside of class 
and it’s good, it’s not where you go to school and you go to class and then 
after class and you go home and you sit in your apartment or your house 
and just do nothin’, you can go outside and you have people with common 
interests that…it don’t matter what you, it’s…you guys do it together as a 
bond and go have fun. 

 
 
 

CS#4: Oh, when we, pretty much just drivin’ around shootin’ critters, shootin’ 
prairie dogs and whatever we come across…there’s not too much to do, 
probably go to the bar and watch the Husker games and things like that, 
watch football…I don’t know…when you drive around you kinda seen 
somethin’ out on a pole and you argue about what it is or isn’t, so...it’s 
a…it’s an all-around good deal, I think.  

 
 
 

CS#5: Well, yeah with the small class size, everyone knows each other, they get 
along, no one really has any problems with it, so, like after school, say 
even on weekdays you might go over to a friend’s house and hang out 
there, like I live with two other people now this semester…starting off and 
I had just lived by myself before and so now I have two more roommates 
and like, we always kinda do everything, like go to the YMCA and play 
basketball and they have, they have activities here like intramural 
basketball and stuff that you can go to Scottsbluff and play. 

 
 
 

CS#6: In May we went, or during the summer, we went fishin’ quite a bit… 
Interviewer: …okay, so just a group of your classmates… 
CS#6: …yeah, just a few of us, yeah…been to the Y a few times and…just to 

shoot hoops. 
 
 

CS#7: Last semester every single Saturday we had big screens set up for the big 
game and then the small screen for the next game and we’d just flip back 
and forth.  Sunday it was professional football, so that takes up quite a bit 
of time. 



72 
 

 Several current students shared their social experiences during the interviews.  A majority 

of the social aspect for this group seems to originate from the students and not at the institutional 

level.  The students enjoy activities that are not necessarily sponsored by the institution, such as 

hunting and fishing; however, these experiences do seem to strengthen friendships and provide 

cohesion for the group.  The cohort friendships are essentially the social network. 

 

Instructional Environment 

 The current students indicated the lab component of the program where the hands-on 

instruction is delivered is an important element in their retention in the program.  The lab is a 

physical area separated from the main campus which is designated for the practical application of 

learning.  The environment consists of large utility vehicles, specialty equipment, and tools 

necessary for the construction and maintenance of power lines.  The lab is intentionally set up to 

replicate the skills and competencies necessary to perform the work of a utility lineworker.  

Current program students view this as essential to their learning experience and an important 

component in retention.  Additionally, students reported the faculty to student ratio as an 

important factor.  The ratio is set at 1:15 for vocational programs at WNCC.  The current class 

has twenty students, so a Powerline Fellow was hired to assist in the classroom and lab 

instructional areas.  The students indicated the availability of faculty in a small class to be a 

significant factor in their retention. 

 Job-related Learning 

 The students understand and appreciate the instruction delivered at the lab has real-world 

applicability.  The activities are purposeful and directed toward the acquisition of knowledge, 

skills, and abilities the students will need when they assume their first jobs in the utility industry.  
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The lab observations, along with the personal work experience of the researcher in this area, 

confirm the job-related nature of the lab.  The students utilize the same methods, vehicles, and 

equipment required to work in the electric utility industry.  This connection to industry keeps the 

students focused and provides a relevant context for learning. 

  

CS#1: Just like we…we got a bigger class this year so we broke down into like 
crews of five, so we’re actually like utility crews and we designate a 
foreman and the foreman would do all the jobs that a real foreman would 
do out in the field and then we just take turns, helping each other out, 
doing different tasks, whatever we’re assigned to that day, like 
transferring poles…whatever…we designate who’s doin’ what for that 
day, just like a real line crew would do it… It’s just how it’s broke down, 
it’s just like the real world, jobs. 

  
 

CS#3: The lab is real world…very real world. 
 
 
 
CS#4: Just, things happen, kinda good, good fun moments and things…doin’ 

stuff in the bucket or on the digger or climbin’ off your hooks…just mix it 
up… 

Interviewer: …yeah, okay.  So he kinda keeps it, he kinda keeps it interesting by just 
kinda movin’ you into different things… 

CS#4: Yeah, it’s not very monotonous…so, he keeps it fresh, pretty good.  
 
 
 

CS#6: Well, I think of college, I don’t think of workin’ with hands-on like trucks 
and…digger trucks and havin’ heavy equipment above our heads and 
stuff…I just kinda like that kinda stuff, you know…just bein’ able to do 
hands-on, outside work… 
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CS#7: Well, as for me, I’m a visual kind of guy, so bein’ able to see it, is how I 
learn it.  Like, I can read somethin’…I’m gettin’ to the point now where if 
I read it, I’m getting’ to where I have a good enough background for, I can 
figure it out when I read it, but the first two semesters…the first semester 
and a half, I would’ve been clueless without that lab, without bein’ able to 
see anything, I would’ve never made it. 

Interviewer: So, uh, the hands-on component for you, is huge… 
CS#7: …oh absolutely.  That’s…yeah…that’s 100 percent of it, I think.  I mean, 

if I couldn’t do it, personally… 
 

All of the current students participating in this research are self-described hands-on 

learners.  Providing an atmosphere for the transfer of textbook learning to real, tangible work is a 

benefit of the program for these learners.  The students clearly appreciate the job-related nature 

of their learning experience and attribute that aspect of learning as an important component in 

their persistence.   

 Small Class Size 

 The small class size seems to provide some advantages as well.  Current students explain 

that with the small class there is the opportunity to get questions answered in a timely fashion, 

interact with the instructor on a one-on-one basis, actively participate in instructional activities, 

and get to know their classmates on a more personal level.  These things promote an atmosphere 

where inquiry is encouraged and students do not feel threatened.  There also seems to be an 

advantage to having one main instructor for the majority of the students’ coursework.  
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CS#2: Well, it’s small and you have more communication between your 
instructor…and your class, you have…if you, um, like a four-year 
university, you’d have, what’s the ratio, a couple of hundred students per 
teacher and per professor.  Here, we only have, this well, this class is 
larger than last year’s class, but let’s say here it’s a hundred, or not a 
hundred, uh, one teacher to twenty students, so it’s more hands-on, 
you…if you have questions, your question can be answered really 
fast…and you can correlate between uh, classroom and pole lab while 
asking your questions and be involved in what you’re doing with your 
teacher…and your teacher will actually respond to you as a one-on-one, 
basically instead of ‘you raised your hand, what’s your question, blah blah 
blah’ and be done with it.  There’s no human one-on-one contact in a 
four-year university, but here it’s…even when I have a question outside of 
the school, outside of the classroom, I can call the instructor or anybody 
and ask ‘em and it’ll get answered and I like that. 

 
  
 

CS#5: Yeah.  And I think, too, the…with how many students there are, too…the 
nice, small class, that he’s able to get around and put in extra effort with, 
say, the individuals if he needs to. 

Interviewer: Okay, so you feel like the class size is another thing that’s really helpful 
here. 

CS#5: Yep. 
Interviewer: Okay.  Uh, contrast that…let’s talk a little bit more about your experience 

with that…contrast that with… I understand what you’re sayin’ at the 
university…you’re sittin’ in a class and you might 3, 4 or 500 people in 
that class with you…so kinda contrast that and your experiences there 
with bein’ here in that small class. 

CS#5: Yeah, well, especially like, you’ll have a 300-person lecture hall that’ll be 
filled and then you’ll have that class and then, along with it, you’ll have 
your discussion class, which breaks it down into 25 people and you just 
kind of, even with…even the 25 people, they still kinda try to hustle you 
in and out in the 45 minutes, while here we have four hours to do just our 
outside work and two hours just for the bookwork, so you know that 
you’re gonna go in-depth and you’re gonna be able to ask questions and 
do stuff like that.  ‘Cause you might have 5 TAs for one big discussion 
class and you might not…they have all different opinions and you might 
ask ‘em a question and you might get three different answers from it, but 
this way we have one instructor and he’s gonna be teachin’ it and he’s 
gonna be lecturing and it just helps a lot that way…yeah.  And, like he’s 
always…like, you ask him a question, he’s always willing to maybe take 
five minutes to kinda work it out on the board if it’s something like that.  
Or, like even with the computer there, he can go online and maybe show 
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you a picture of something that was wrong and stuff like that, that can 
help you in a situation. 

Interviewer: Okay.  So, he really does…I guess you don’t feel the pressure to get 
through it…just like you said earlier…you don’t feel the pressure to get 
through in 40 minutes… 

CS#5: …yeah… 
Interviewer: …you’ve got…like, the instructor kinda takes as long as you guys need… 
CS#5: …yeah… 
Interviewer: …to make sure that you understand what you’re talkin’ about. 
CS#5: …yeah. 

 
 
 

CS#5: …and everyone’s usually…usually always gonna be able to do 
something.  You don’t have eight people in a group, so you might have 
two people up on a pole, one person runnin’ a hand line and just everyone 
else just kinda standing there watchin’.  You have small enough groups 
where you’re able to actually do somethin’ every day. 

 
  
 

CS#5: If you don’t like the people that you’re gonna be goin’ to school with, it 
might sway your opinion and make you wanna leave and say, go 
someplace else, but, with its small class, everyone knows each other, more 
than just by name, and gets along and everything and so, no one really has 
a problem. 

Interviewer: Okay.  And why do you think that’s important?  That’s an interesting 
comment…you said that people know each other more than just by name. 

CS#5: Yeah, ‘cause you might have a bigger class and you might know who that 
person is…like, what his name is, but you might not know a whole lot 
about him and you might not be more apt to get to know him.  But, like I 
say, with our small class, and the instructor does a good job of switching 
it up…our little groups every so often so you actually get to work with 
somebody, you get to know ‘em, and get to know ‘em more than just by 
name.  

 
 The current students indicated the instructional environment is an important component 

in their retention.  The job-related learning provides an opportunity for students to gain valuable 

work experience in an environment that mirrors the industry for which they are being prepared to 

enter.  The small class size makes active participation by all members of the cohort a priority and 

expectation of the program.  Field observations in the lab revealed classmates broken into small 
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crews which kept each person actively engaged.  Crews are given work assignments that require 

a collaborative effort and its individual members to participate.  The hands-on learning, as 

described in the student narratives, is a key contributor to student retention in the program. 

 

Program Graduates 

Overview 

 The nine students identified for participation in this study were selected based on the 

process described in Chapter 3.  The study originally called for the inclusion of seven program 

graduates; however, the initial seven were all of Caucasian race/ethnicity.  In an effort to include 

a more diverse perspective, the researcher contacted by phone two additional graduates of the 

program and asked them to participate.  The two candidates self-identified as African-American 

and Mexican-American, respectively.  All nine of the individuals participating are graduates of 

the PC&MT program within the last three years and represent each of three preceding graduating 

classes.   

 Demographic data was collected for the nine program graduates (Appendix I) prior to the 

beginning of each interview utilizing the Student Personal Background/Demographic Sheet 

(Appendix A).  A brief summary of the group demographics provided the following information 

on the program graduates who participated in the study: 

 The age range for the nine graduates was 18 to 43 years of age at the time of program 
entry 

o Mean – 24.67 years 
o Median – 21 years 
o Mode – 18 years 

 Seven single; two married 
 Four first-generation college students; five indicated at least one parent with an associate 

degree 
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 One reported no employment while enrolled as a full-time student in the program; six 
indicated part-time employment (30 hours or less per week) while enrolled as a full-time 
student in the program; two indicated full-time employment (40 hours per week) while 
enrolled as a full-time student in the program.  The mean for both part-time and full-time 
combined employment was 24.81 hours worked per week  

 Seven reported Caucasian; one African-American; one Mexican-American with regard to 
race and ethnicity 

 All nine were male 
 The mean high school grade point average among the nine was 3.19 
 Eight of the nine reported receiving some form of financial aid (grants, loans, and/or 

scholarships) while enrolled full-time in the program 
 All nine indicated they are currently employed full time in the electric utility industry. 

This data listed above provides some demographic context for which to place the study.  This 

section of the research project was conducted with nine program graduates who participated in 

the PC&MT vocational education program at WNCC. 

 The interview narratives revealed six major themes with regard to the perceived factors 

which contributed to the retention of program graduates.    These factors include program design, 

the faculty, the cohort, social aspects, the instructional environment, and institutional 

support/programs.  The themes emerged as prominent in the retention and persistence to 

graduation of program graduates as they progressed toward degree completion.  The 

interviewees are identified in the narratives by the letters PG (program graduates) followed by a 

randomly-assigned number to protect their confidentiality.  The researcher is identified by the 

term interviewer. 

Program Design 

 The program design theme emerged as an important factor for the program graduates.  

The opportunity to earn their degree in an accelerated format was significant with regard to their 

willingness to attend and complete college.  The group also appreciated the program design for 

the opportunity it afforded them to seek and attain employment following their schooling.  
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Interviewees linked the accelerated pace and the chance to enter the workforce quickly as prime 

motivators for program completion.  

 Accelerated Path to Educational Goals 

 The program design was an important element for the program graduates as they entered 

the PC&MT program.  Interviewees were encouraged by the notion of obtaining a two-year 

associate degree in 15 months and many felt it was the difference between them receiving a 

college education or not.  A two-year program would have been a deterrent for some students. 

 

PG#3:    Length is great.  I think that attracts probably more than anybody who can 
look at this program and say hey in one year I can leave here with an 
associate’s. 

 
 
 

PG#6:  It was a program designed to get the student out quickly and teach them as 
much as possible within a year’s period of time and I’m not a person that 
will, per se, sit through four years of school.  I wanted to get one year in 
and pretty much have a degree… 

Interviewer:  Okay.  Now what about…talk a little bit more about the length of the 
program. 

PG#6:   Um, a year for most…for most students.  Anywhere else they’d have to 
complete two full years of classes.  And, I believe if you work harder, you 
can shorten things up.  So, if you get more credit hours, you get more 
anything, to count towards your graduation, I believe that you should be 
able to finish it sooner, because if I wanted to take three credit hours a 
day, then I would’ve taken three credit hours a day.  I guess I like school, 
but the length was probably a deciding factor on going to college at 
WNCC, because I don’t think I coulda handled two years.  I, you know, it 
was long enough doing one year…as much as we did.  I would rather do 
one year than two years. 
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PG#9:  Yes, one of the things that helped me was the time, ‘cause uh, the first 
thing they told me, they says ‘within a year you’re gonna get an 
associate’s’ and I says ‘how that happen’ and they say ‘well, because we 
gotta, you know, pack in the course…we try to get you, get you what you 
need instead of getting you another class that you don’t need, we get you 
what you need and within a year you can graduate and that…that was 
really good, I remember that, and I told my wife and I told my family, you 
and I encouraged my family, you need to get into the program, I mean it’s 
within a year you get the associate’s.  In a traditional school you take two 
years or three years…sometimes, I mean, it all depends on your grades 
and you pay as you’re taking the classes…I say within a year you, you use 
a little bit of your time, but at the end, you know, you walk out with an 
associate degree… 

 

 The compressed format was a definite advantage for the program graduates.  The design 

allowed them to pursue and complete a college education within a year.  The goal of program 

graduation seemed within reach right from the beginning.  The program format assisted the 

graduates in the quest to persist to graduation. 

 Employment 

 The program design also allowed the program graduates the opportunity to begin their 

career and earn money faster than if the program had been in a two-year format.  There seemed 

to be an urgency to not “waste time” and move forward with their lives and careers.  The lure of 

potential employment immediately following school was an influential factor in the program 

graduates’ willingness to persist. 

 

PG#3:      …and, that’ll keep you coming back and I mean, further down the road, I 
mean, just even walking in here, you’re thinking one year and I’m gonna 
be making real good money…and go out and start working…I mean, 
yeah, that’s…you can’t beat that…you can’t get job training like that 
almost anywhere else and start off at as high a paying job.  
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Interviewer: If you had had the same instructor, the same group of guys, everything 
had been the same, but one of them was in a one-year really intense 
format, and the other was in a two-year, kinda more relaxed format.  
Which one would you have chosen? 

PG#8: Well, I guess being my age, I still would have picked the year because, 
you know, I gotta get goin’…you know what I mean…I don’t have that 
lax time…you know what I mean, I can’t go home and eat pizza and all 
that stuff, you know, it ain’t workin’ like that for me…so I, you know, 
yeah…you know…yeah, I gotta hit that job field… 

Interviewer: …so you would say the program design, then, contributed to you… 
PG#8: …oh yeah… 
Interviewer: …completing the program… 
PG#8: …oh yeah…because you want to reach that…exactly what they’re giving 

you…you want it done in that time.  You don’t wanna stay back and, you 
know, linger on some more while everybody else going either, you 
know…in the job market already. 

 

 The program’s 12-month and 15-month options allow students to reach their educational 

goals more quickly and enter the labor market.  The opportunity to gain employment in the 

electric utility industry after only one year of formal schooling is seen as an advantage of 

matriculating into the program.  The program graduates indicated the program design was 

influential in their retention in the program. 

 

Faculty 

 The program graduates focused their discussions on characteristics that make a program 

faculty member helpful in encouraging students and giving them the opportunity to succeed.  

The group mentioned instructor attributes such as going the extra mile, ability to relate different 

topics to different learners, assisting students in personal matters, support and encouragement to 

continue and finish their degrees as key elements to their successful completion of the program.  

The program graduate interviews focused solely on personal characteristics with no reference to 

work experience. 
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 Instructor Attributes 
  

PG#1: Just, you know, he made sure, you know…we had problems, he’d help us 
out.  It just made it a lot easier, ‘cause you felt welcome in the class, like 
he wasn’t here just to get his paycheck and, you know, go home at the end 
of the day.  He really, he, you know, he treated you like you were, you 
were a person. 

 
 
 

PG#2: I’d say that one of the things that you might not see at some campuses is 
the extra hours that are put in by the powerline faculty to go that extra 
mile to help you out and get you to where you’re going…they aren’t 
willing to quit on you or just clock in and clock out…there was…I’ve 
heard some teachers are just…I mean you’re on your own…I clocked 
in…but they’ll stay as long as you need ‘em. 

Interviewer: Okay, and describe some of your personal experiences where you’ve seen 
a faculty member do what you’re talking about. 

PG#2: Uh, we were here working on transformers for two hours or better after a 
couple of classes just because there was a group of us that hadn’t got it 
yet.  I kept seeing schematics drawn on the board that I didn’t understand 
yet and it’s just finally it clicked one day and then we’d sit here and just 
work with the other guys and finally it started  and there was four of us 
that didn’t understand and then three and then there’s five guys telling 
us…trying to figure out how to give it to us…’cause the instructor tried to 
teach it his way and then they tried to tell us how they learned it and just 
kept pounding it in and then we each all got it and that helped a lot.  When 
we were here a lot more hours than was shown on the college syllabus. 

 
 

PG#3: Yeah, that always helps.  I mean, I could brag you up galore too (the 
initial instructor).  I mean, we were blessed with a great instructor first 
year.  I mean, there’s no lyin’, everyone here at the school will admit to it, 
too…I mean, it couldn’t get better…a more understanding, someone who 
could relate…any topic…to any student, no matter what kind of a learning 
student that was. 

 
 

PG#3: It was easy to talk to you (the initial instructor) and things like that and 
um, it just really helped it out to…you know, it was a nice change from 
being kinda hollered at to do something than to just have a calm voice 
telling you, you know, do it like this and things like that that just…that 
really…it really helps. 
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PG#6: The teacher…he wouldn’t let you skip a day at all…he’d call you if you 
were late and he’d persist on you, which is a good thing because, you 
know, it’s not a class that you can skip a day and it’s not a program that 
you can skip, you know, any time…every minute is counted towards 
something.  There’s no time wasted. 

Interviewer: Okay, so kinda what you’re telling me is the instructor just being on 
you…and pushing you… 

PG#6: …yes… 
Interviewer: …to do better and to come really made you wanna come… 
PG#6: …wanna be there… 
Interviewer: …a little  more… 
PG#6: …well, he showed interest, so I felt responsible that I have to show 

interest.  Because, you know, it’s hard to find a teacher anymore that 
really cares about if you graduate or not, you know, it’s…any…my high 
school was a little different, but I’ve come to find out that there’s a lot of 
teachers that really don’t care if you’re there or not.  They’ll just mark you 
absent.  And it doesn’t affect them, it affects you, so, you know, probably 
teachers. 

 
 
 

PG#6: He understood, you know, this is what we need to do to get out into the 
world, and he helped us and, the instructor was great…great support.  
Anything…there was no can’t…it was all can do’s and that’s the biggest 
thing, because there was no negative, no negative thoughts. 

 
 
 

PG#7: …he was with us through a lot of stuff and he was there for us and 
anything we needed, whether it was classroom or on a personal note, you 
know, we could always go in and talk to him and he was very 
understanding about things that was goin’ on and so I’d say the instructor 
had to be one of the biggest helps for getting through it as well, where you 
couldn’t go to anybody else, he was just a guy, you know.  You got…we 
got, I mean, we got really close, but I mean, he was just a guy you could 
throw into a situation and he handled himself really well and so he helped 
me out a lot ‘cause I was goin’ through some tough times, too, and so it 
was nice just to be able to, you know, sit back, talk to him and look at 
things through kind of his eyes and see what he sees, you know, in all of 
us and so that was nice to be able just to ask him, you know, what do you 
see in me, and him tell you and then that makes you feel good about 
yourself that… 
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PG#8: …you know, if you got a teacher that’s understanding and pushing you to, 
you know, to succeed, it’s uh, you don’t get that bitter feeling, because 
you don’t feel like it’s no failure, you know, you don’t feel like…’cause I 
met a lot of teachers before that’s just kinda say on your own, you know, 
you do it yourself, but with whom we had, it was more like, ‘you can do 
this, I’m there for you’ and you know, that’s hard to find, you know, 
that’s very hard to find. 

 
 
 

PG#8: Well, again, it was…I was strugglin’, you know…I was goin’…I was 
strugglin’ and you know, I talked to my instructor and he offered to come 
to my house to tutor me and you know, this don’t happen just from 
anybody, you know and then again, like I said, to know that this man was 
in the same place I’ve been in and from where I’m at, he’s where he is, 
and still goin’ on, if he can do it, I can do it, if I put my mind to it, you 
know, which is, you know, the same thing that’s applying what I’m doin’ 
now with my life, you know, is, you know, I take on things that my 
instructor did…what he’s doin’…so I’m like, yeah, okay, shoot, you 
know, and that’s the cool thing about it that it’s true when they say 
education is a terrible thing to waste, you know, and it can be a big factor 
in your life, so…  

 
 
 

PG#9: That was one of the big factors that really helped me, you know, because 
the instructor keep motivating me every time say ‘Don’t quit, just keep 
going’…’Keep your good grades, don’t quit, don’t quit’…and uh, that 
actually he’s the person that helped me get through the program…and I 
remember, he say, always, you have to finish, because this is the 
beginning of a great career… 

 

 The program graduates honed in on the characteristics of the faculty member and how the 

instructor was instrumental in their completing the program.  The focus shifted to the affective 

domain and how those things which are so difficult to quantify actually influence student 

persistence to graduation.  The program graduates believed strongly in the power of an instructor 

to influence student retention. 
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Cohort 

 The program graduates identified the cohort as a powerful influence with regard to 

student retention.  The cohort assists in the development of friendships, provides academic 

support, adds a motivational component and unites the group in their endeavor toward a common 

goal.  The cohort model, as described in the narratives below, is a powerful support network and 

greatly assists student persistence. 

 Developing Friendships 

 The friendships that emerged as a product of the cohort were important for program 

graduates.  The interviewees included terms like family and brother to describe their fellow 

classmates.  These relationships carry students through tough times and aid in their completion 

of the program. 

PG#1: I learned…there was some people from this town that I went to school 
with…four or five of us, but mostly from different places…you know 
different states, people I’d never met before…a lot you know…met 
them…figured out who they were…some of them had families, you 
know…umm… 

Interviewer: …and that kind of helped you…. 
PG#1:  …yeah…felt more… 
Interviewer: …stay in the program? 
PG#1: ….felt more…yeah….felt more like a family….didn’t feel awkward.  

Everybody worked together to get a..to, you know…get the job 
done…kinda like you would in this line of work. 

 
 
 
  



86 
 

PG#3: I mean, just like I said before, you start to mesh, you start to become 
pretty much a family, I mean, I went to Chadron (regional, four-year state 
college) for four years and when you’re going from class to class and in 
one class you know one person, next class you’ll know nobody, next class 
you might know one or two people.  This, you’re in the same group of 
guys every single time, you just get so comfortable with each other and it 
makes learning just a lot easier instead of just kinda looking around 
wondering who are all these people here and… 

Interviewer: Okay.  Alright. So you think that was a pretty powerful influence on you? 
PG#3: Oh, yeah. 

 
 

PG#4: Yeah, but else…I mean, with the…with being the small class that we had, 
you know, that just…it makes it easier because you’re, you know, you 
don’t have, I guess, you don’t have that many people to really talk to, you 
don’t have 30 people to get to know, I mean, you just have…you have a 
small group and you know, you…I guess you pretty much become kind of 
a like a family together and stayin’ that way was pretty nice…you know, 
it’d be kinda weird to have 15 people and then later on have 15 more 
people come in half-way through or whatever and then you’re sitting there 
half-way through…you’re able to talk to him, but now you don’t know 
this guy, don’t even know his name really…and, you know, you’re not 
sure how to act.  You know, you know what he likes, you don’t know if 
it’s, you know, I can make fun of this guy and he ain’t gonna get mad… 

   
 
 

PG#6: You know, just being able to, I guess, have a friendship going through 
college with a number of students, was very, very helpful. 

Interviewer: Okay, and you felt like the social aspect of college helped you develop 
those friendships… 

PG#6: …yes, because, you know, it takes a lot of people to meet new friends I’ve 
found out in the line…or, when I went to school.  It takes a lot to meet 
somebody and you know, if you’re already apt to going to school with 
these guys, you know you gotta get along with ‘em, so you might as well 
make friends and, you know, that kinda pushes you towards it. 

 
 
 

PG#9: It helps a lot because…because you know, you have to lift someone and 
somebody have to lift you sometimes…and uh, yeah, actually that’s what 
it is…I mean, we try to help the brother and the brother help you…yeah, 
we get along too and we don’t wanna leave that brother down, you know, 
I really enjoy that. 
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 Academic Support 

 The graduates indicated the cohort also provided academic support while in the program.  

The interviewees describe situations where members of their respective cohorts would gather 

after hours to work on homework and meet the academic demands of the program collectively.  

These collaborative efforts encouraged academic success in the classroom and subsequent degree 

completion. 

 
 

PG#2: Well, my buddy and me, there was a lot of times we’d go over to his 
house or my place and we’d just sit there and I had a pretty good memory 
so the tests didn’t bother me too much, but he couldn’t remember 
anything and I’d just sit there and drill him and help him out and whatnot 
and starting out on transformers, he knew a little bit more ‘cause he’d 
worked at a utility already, over break, so he helped me out on 
transformers and reclosers and stuff like that so I could kinda get up to 
speed with him…we just kinda kept each other up to speed the whole time 
and I got along really well. 

Interviewer: Okay, so you feel like that was beneficial to you and him. 
PG#2: Yes.  Especially, I helped him more on the books and then when we were 

out at the lab there was some things I hadn’t got ‘cause he’d seen them out 
in the field already, that I hadn’t got a chance to and he helped me get 
better at that through just what he’d seen. 

Interviewer: Okay, and you think that was pretty important to you completing the 
program? 

PG#2: Yeah, that helped me a lot.  And he helped me understand quite a bit. 
 

 
 

 
PG#5: We all know each other, so if someone’s down, we’re gonna help ‘em out.  

You know, one of my friends is needin’ help in homework or somethin’, 
I’m gonna help him out.  And if they…if I didn’t know the kid, I don’t 
know if I would be as forward to go and help him out.  

 
 

 
PG#6: …and you needed help, you know.  You went over to someone’s house to 

study and there was four or five people there, you know, they’d ask you a 
question, you’d ask a question, they’d ask a question, you know. 
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PG#8: Well, just like I said, I guess I got pretty lucky by bein’ with the class that 
I was with ‘cause I’m sure, you know, the people that I met during the 
class were, I mean, tremendous young men, you know what I mean?  And 
I think that everybody, as far as I know, you know we all had our…you 
know, times of hurtin’ and worried about if we gonna pass, and I think 
everybody wanted to, so to come together, you know, even study time, 
you know, just break it down and you know, we can go out and study a 
little bit together, make sure that you got it, you know, you got it…it 
wasn’t about nobody cheating…everybody wants to learn this, you know, 
so it was…that was a good thing too, you know, it was an honest class, 
you know. 

 

 Motivation 

 The program graduates’ narratives revealed the motivation factor the cohort provides to 

individuals within the group.  As a collective unit, the members of each cohort motivate each 

other toward degree completion.  Individuals within the cohort do not want to see fellow 

members unsuccessful in their educational pursuit.  Therefore, they encourage and admonish one 

another to continue in the face of challenges and adversity.   

 

PG#3: We had, what I would call a ‘not normal’ college class.   I mean, usually, 
college, people straight out of high school, not the first class…we had 
guys in their 40s, we had guys with full families here trying to learn and I 
mean, everybody has their demons and fights through stuff, but when you 
can look at a guy who works a full-time job, supports a family, still comes 
to class every single day and you see him, you know, and he might be 
struggling from time to time, but he’s still plugging through, makes you 
sit back and think well what am I doing today?  Huh?  Maybe I’m just 
going home doing nothing after this.  He’s gotta go  home and he’s got a 
family to support and looking at things like that really made you wanna 
try harder. 
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PG#7: Probably.  ‘Cause I didn’t want to be one of the guys that fell behind and, 
you know, still havin’ all these other guys, you know, movin’ on, I mean, 
it was like a big group effort, basically and moving forward, almost, like 
out in the lab, you know, with how we were set…we were set up in crews 
and you needed everyone there with you to understand it before you can 
basically progress on and learn new things and so that’s what I really 
enjoyed about it, it was just big push-factor for me…it was like, okay I 
wanna be, I’ve gotta stick with these fourteen or these thirteen other guys 
in this classroom, you know, I gotta show that I’m not gonna, you know, 
slack off and stuff like that…I wanna push myself to be, just stayin’ up 
with ‘em and keep movin’ forward, and I think that helped out a lot, was 
just looking at it where, okay we’re all in this together, well let’s just keep 
pushin’ together and I think that’s…that’s why a lot of guys haven’t 
dropped out, maybe, just because it’s a big group thing and you all kinda 
get close to each other and you know, it helps you move forward, so I 
liked it that way… 

Interviewer: …okay… 
PG#7: …that it was, we all took all the same classes and went classroom to 

classroom that way.  So I enjoyed it.  

 

 Common Goal 
 

 The final component of the cohort, as described by the program graduates, is the bond 

shared by a common goal.  The interviewees used descriptors such as ‘we’re all in the same 

boat’, ‘we’ve all got the same goal’, and ‘everybody’s on the same page’.  As the cohort moves 

through the coursework toward program completion, the common goal theme unites them in a 

powerful way. 

 

PG#2: The guys that come here are all…they’re all in…it’s not like regular 
college where you got different things you’re going for, you’ve all got the 
same goal kind of, and you’re interested in the hands-on work and you 
like it, it kind of brings them together more, I think. (p2) 
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PG#8: …you know, so…bein’ in the class and workin’ with the class, as far as 
the group of people I was with also, you know, you find out that, you 
know, we all in the same boat, you know what I mean…you, you know, 
of course somebody’s gonna know more than the next, but you never felt 
out of place, so it was easier to do class work and work as a group to learn 
things out…work problems out and stuff like that, so… 

Interviewer: …so again, the group dynamic there really… 
PG#8: …yeah, pushed… 
Interviewer: …yeah… 
PG#8: …helped me, you know, to achieve that…I mean, it helped me to, say, 

you know, when I wasn’t afraid to ask a question…I wasn’t afraid to raise 
my hand, you know, and feel out of place, you know, maybe this person 
knew or everybody in the class knew, but if I was the only one that didn’t 
know, nobody would make me feel that way, you know what I’m sayin… 

Interviewer: …and why do you think that was? 
PG#8: I think because they feel the same thing that I feel that I’m in there doin’ 

the same thing, tryin’ to make it through this course, you know what I 
mean, so it wasn’t about makin’ anybody feel bad or anything, it was 
about helpin’ each other out to succeed. 

 
 
 

PG#8: Like I said, in the beginning, nobody felt like I was a dummy, you know 
what I’m sayin’, these cats already done walked through the line with me, 
so we’re there, you know…not sayin’ I was a dummy, but you know, they 
already know me, you know, so it was cool to just be able to go into 
another class…’hey, what’s happenin’…we just ate lunch, you know what 
I’m sayin’, so you know, it was…yeah, that was pretty cool, you 
know…and it helps out a lot too because, like I said, they kinda helpin’ 
you through the course, you know, when you with a group of people like 
that, you know, I think everybody’s on the same page, you know what I 
mean…whether…and that was another thing about the class…you never 
got…you were never able to really get ahead of anybody, everybody was 
at the same place, you know what I mean…you have… 

Interviewer: …moving together… 
PG#8: …yes, moving together, you know, like herds, so that was a cool thing.  

 

 The program graduates described the characteristics of the cohort and its significance to 

student persistence.  The development of a network of close friends within each class; the 

availability of academic support; the peer motivation among the students; and the common goal 
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of program completion all helped to make the cohort a powerful model for vocational students.  

Program graduates from each of the first three cohorts are in agreement regarding the significant 

contributions the model makes toward persistence and degree attainment. 

 

Social Aspect 

 The dimensions of the social aspect for the program graduates revealed two different 

components from the perspectives of the current students.  The graduates listed community 

projects such as Habitat for Humanity and Toys for Tots as important social functions for the 

cohort.  Additionally, participation in intramural basketball was also an important social element.  

The availability of class members to participate in these two social arenas seemed to strengthen 

the bond between classmates.  The social aspect of the program graduates’ college experiences 

helped to solidify their respective cohorts and provided a necessary outlet aside from their 

academic pursuits.   

 Community Projects 

 The program graduates listed participation in community projects such as Habitat for 

Humanity and Toys for Tots as important social functions for their respective cohorts.  These 

activities served to solidify the team by participating in projects completely unrelated to school.  

The community events provided another social outlet where the group could bond. 

 

Interviewer: Okay, so tell me more about the Habitat project.  Why does that stand out 
for you? 

PG#1: It just…’cause you’re being, you know…the community had a lot to do 
with the lineman school deal and, you know, giving back to the 
community for them helping out and building a school and that just 
shows, you know, teamwork kind of like being a lineman and you know it 
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helps to be team…teamwork and you know...faithful to your community 
and to your friends and your co-workers. 

 
 
 

PG#2: The, like you said, the Habitat for Humanity, we did Toys for Tots…and 
we all went and got…and they did that this year, too…all went and got the 
gifts off the tree and brought them in here and wrapped them and whatnot 
and I had fun watching all of us trying to wrap a present when we can’t.  
We took them back there and they all just looked at us.  You don’t know 
how to wrap?  You get to the store and every one of us on the phone, 
‘cause we split it up, we’d get six girl presents and six boy presents and 
whatever, and we’re all calling a girl we know trying to figure out what a 
girl would want at that age, ‘cause none of us know.   

Interviewer: So why does that stand out to you?  What about that stands out to you? 
PG#2: I don’t know, it was kinda, it was fun…we got to laugh at each 

other…just none of us knew anything about what we were doing…when it 
came to the girl presents and I just…it’s fun. 

 
 
 

PG#8: …and the Habitat thing was just a way of knowing, again, the group of 
guys I was with was willing to do something for the community, you 
know what I’m sayin’…step out of the box, you know, on their own time 
and come and exist in the community, which is a good deal always. 

 
 

Interviewer: What about things like…I know, for your group, we went to a basketball 
game, we had cookouts and stuff, do you think…how do you think those 
experiences influenced your time here? 

PG#3: It kept us close, I mean it was a great experience, I mean things like that, 
going to basketball games, got us in our natural element and I mean, it’s 
not just I see you at school, no big deal, I’m used to seeing you here, it got 
us hanging out with each other…becoming friends and really that made it 
easier when you came back to the classroom, ‘cause now, hey, that 
person’s not afraid to ask for some help or say, I don’t understand this and 
made studying a lot easier too.  I mean, it’s just like…just like family, just 
like if…when you go to work, I mean, you’re gonna see the guys that you 
go to work with more than you’re gonna see your family, so I mean they 
just kinda become your family.  That’s what a lot of those things like the 
Rodeo and the basketball games, Habitat for Humanity and just a way to 
bring you together. 
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 Intramural Sports 

 The program graduates also listed intramural basketball as a fun social event that brought 

their cohort together outside the classroom.  The team would travel 50 miles southwest of the 

Alliance campus to participate at the main campus in Scottsbluff, Nebraska.  Graduates again 

indicated the importance of social events like this to encourage fun and teamwork orientation.  

This part of their social experience gave them common interests outside the classroom. 

 

PG#2: The intramural basketball…we did that and that was about the same.  I 
mean, we had some athletes, but none of us were really basketball players, 
we just did it for the fun of it.   

Interviewer: More like football players dressed up like basketball players. 
PG#2: Yeah…yeah, we’d drive over to Scottsbluff and take about two cars, fill 

them full and drive over there and watch each other pant and we only 
had…sometimes we didn’t have any subs, we’d just run up and down the 
court and most of us and those guys were from soccer teams and could 
run and half of us were on the other end of the court while they were 
scoring…it was pretty fun, but it was kind of a joke. 

Interviewer: Yeah, it was just kind of fun to hang out and do things that weren’t 
necessarily related to school. 

 
 
 

PG#6: There’s intramural sports…we played football, we played basketball at 
the Y…we played racquetball.  A lotta times four of us would get 
together..we’d take a road trip.  We’d go to Broken Bow or we’d go to 
Scottsbluff, you know.  Anything that we did outside of class was usually 
with class members. 

 
 
 

PG#7: We did the intramural basketball.  We drove back and forth and that was 
nice that they (WNCC) paid for our gas mileage back and forth, so it was 
nice to get out every…it was a couple of days out of the week that you 
could come down to Scottsbluff and it was nice because a lot of guys who 
hadn’t been to Scottsbluff a lot, come down here and it’s a lot bigger, so it 
was nice to, like, have more things to do and we could meet up with some 
of our friends that were from around here and meet ‘em or introduce them 
to other guys, so it was a lot of fun, I mean, and that was probably the 
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funnest part of it, was during the winter, instead of being cooped up in an 
apartment, you could come down to Scottsbluff, play basketball and then 
go out to eat to other places than, like, Subway all the time, so it was a 
lotta fun doin’ that. 

 
 
 

PG#5: Intramural sports was fun, I thought.  It  was kinda fun, somethin’ to do. 
Interviewer: Okay.  What made that fun? 
PG#5: Just hangin’ out with the guys and playin’ sports and just havin’ a good 

time.  Umm, just… 
Interviewer: …anything else that you guys did as a group that kinda stands out to you, 

you said man, that was fun? 
PG#5: Uh, going huntin’ and stuff, like that…yeah, after class or just hangin’ out 

and watchin’ tv or somethin’…playin’ video games…stuff like that.  

 

 Social integration through venues such as community projects and intramural sports 

leagues provided a valuable asset for individuals in the program.  The program graduate 

narratives demonstrate the relevance of social interaction outside the classroom.  The 

interviewees suggested that participation in these events served to build friendships and shared 

experiences, which, in turn, influenced student retention. 

Instructional Environment 

 The instructional environment was identified as an important component in the retention 

and persistence of program graduates.  The interviewees identified the following items which 

constitute this category:  the utilization of job-related learning, small class sizes, a good 

distribution of classroom and lab activities, and collaboration with classmates.  The instructional 

environment creates the atmosphere where students can engage in the learning process and 

progress toward degree completion.  
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 Job-Related Learning 

 The program graduates placed a high value on working in crews and group participation 

activities that mirror the workplace.  Job-related learning gives the students similar experiences 

to what can be expected on the job.  This learning is hands-on and a vital part of the educational 

experience as described in the following excerpts:    

 

PG#3: Well, real good teamwork out there, putting it, you know, just like you 
would out in the real job, you’d get set up on a crew of, I don’t know, 
three to maybe six, seven, eight guys and going out and getting a plan 
together just like you would, you know,  if you were playing a sport, it’s 
like okay, this is our game plan here…go out there and you execute it and 
everything runs smoothly it’s just…whew…it blows!  

 
 
 

PG#6: The groups.  You set up…you set up the groups, which acted as just like a 
line crew, I found that out when I got here.  You get a group and you stay 
with your group when you’re in…when you’re a lineman.  That’s your 
group.  And learning to work with a group is very, very helpful and that’s 
probably the main thing, is just workin’ as groups and you know, 
competition between the group because then you got somethin’ to push 
for. 

Interviewer: Yeah.  So those activities that were kinda crew-based, you would say, 
man that really helped me. 

PG#6: Yes, I would definitely say it helped you. 
 
 
 

PG#7: It was basically like a big training year.  It was really nice to, like, look at 
all the things I did in the lab and how much I’ve used workin’ for my 
employer now…I mean, like, setting poles and stuff like that, I got a feel 
for…this is what it’s gonna be like when you’re working, you know.  
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PG#9: You know, I…I like to put hands on what I do in order to learn and what I 
like…I really like the lab.  You know, once you learn something, if you 
touch it or if you feel it, if you experience it, that helps…that helps to 
bolster your learning, so grab it and keep for life, and I really like the 
program ‘cause they do that and they help us to the real life, like for the 
poles and with the tools and you know, even with a…with a truck, kinda 
push us through the real life and that helps a lot…I never have experience 
like that, you know, like it is on-the-job training, but I do with some of the 
school training, you know, which helps you, helps you a lot, because once 
you go through the real work…real workplace, you find things very 
similar to what we see in the lab. 

 
  

 Small Class Size 

 The program graduates appreciated the small class size of their cohort groups.  The 

students feel more connected in the classroom and to the instructor.  The student/faculty ratio 

allows for active participation, personal attention, and the opportunity to have any questions the 

student may have answered.  The interviewees suggested the small class size was an important 

part of the instructional environment.   

 

PG#3: …interaction…we had a few, probably what 15 kids to one instructor, so 
every question was answered by everybody, there was no one left… I 
liked the student-to-teacher ratio the most.  

 
 
 

PG#4: I guess I can say, like the difference between, or my opinion, between this 
school and I would say a university, is the better student-to-teacher ratio. 

Interviewer: Okay. 
PG#4: And being able to know your teacher instead of you know, in a university 

I think now it’s all web-based and your teacher is probably sittin’ in his 
dang office and you’re in the classroom, you know, to me that don’t make 
any sense that he can stay in his office, why can’t I stay in my dorm room 
or whatever and be in this classroom, or whatever.  I guess still having the 
aspect of the classroom teacher, small class, being able to learn and 
answer questions, that really helps, in my opinion. 



97 
 

Interviewer: So it’s just that student-to-teacher ratio where you can get your questions 
answered… 

PG#4: …yeah… 
Interviewer: …and you can get the personal attention that you need… 
PG#4: …yeah, you have the time to ask and you’re not, you know… 
Interviewer: …that you wouldn’t necessarily get at a university. 
PG#4: Right. 
Interviewer: In a classroom of 300 or whatever.  Okay. 
PG#4: Mm-hmm.  Yeah. 
Interviewer: Great. 
PG#4: That’s what I really liked.  

 
 
 

PG#3: The smaller size of the classroom, everybody was pushed to do 
something.  There was nobody that if they didn’t want to, they didn’t have 
to…everybody had to participate in the classroom and that made it 
very…some ways, people stated things were a lotta help to me… that, and 
you weren’t just learning from an instructor, too.  If someone else in the 
class got it and I mean, we…we were the kind of group that you know, 
you didn’t have to shut up and pay attention and write…you could help 
out who was next to you.  

 
  

 Classroom/Lab Distribution 

 Program graduates enjoyed the classroom/lab ratio and distribution.  On a typical day, the 

classroom consists of approximately forty percent of the instruction and the hands-on lab 

approximately 60 percent.  This distribution seemed to be a good fit for the students interviewed.  

This ratio allows for a conceptual/theoretical element in conjunction with a real life work 

environment, which seems to help to promote student engagement and retention. 

 

PG#2: I just loved the climbing and I mean the…everything I was looking 
forward to, the physical, the outdoor, not at a desk, not…and it’s 
something different every day that we could do and learn.   

Interviewer: Mm-hmm.  So you liked the…you just liked the hands-on… 
PG#2: …Mm-hmm…I like the hands on. I like things pretty…oh, the 

distribution of it was pretty good.  We’d go to the lab and then we’d come 
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out here and get to do what we just saw, I mean we were seeing it, the 
physical stuff, and then actually looking at it in the book.  I liked that.  I 
liked how it was broke down. 

 
 
 

PG#3: It was…couldn’t ask for better, really.  If you’re stuck, that’s why I think 
a lot of kids can’t do a regular four-year college…I mean, you’re sitting 
down all day, all day…here it’s in the morning you might be in class and 
then guess what, we’re gonna go climb some poles this afternoon or 
weather pending, you might switch, you might be climbing at night, 
today, just…the back and forward actually balanced it out and really, you 
were never bored.  You were either learning in the classroom and then 
you’d get to the point where, you know, you might start to get, you know, 
phase in and out, and by that time it’s like well, let’s go to the lab and you 
know, class timing was well enough that you never got bored. 

 
 
 

PG#4: Reading it and doing it, you know, in my opinion, are two different things.  
Somebody can read a book clear as day and instructions of how to do 
something and then turn around and be like, I’m really lost, so it really 
helps to be able to read something and then go out and do it, it really helps 
you out…I think it was very, very close to…fit me pretty well as to being, 
you know, you sit down and you do your work in the classroom and then 
you’re able to, I guess, in my opinion to loosen up and get your mind off 
the book and things like that and be able to be out and workin’ hands-on 
and you know, I mean you’re thinkin’ about what you just did in the 
classroom, but you’re also out…now you’re doin’ it and so, that really 
helped was to be in the classroom and then outside working. 

 
 
 

PG#6: Well, that you weren’t stuck in the classroom for eight hours…you, you 
know, you went to the lab for four or five hours and you went and studied 
for a couple hours…you know, that’s a big thing.  I can’t be stuck in a 
room for eight hours, there’s no way.  I’d go crazy.  Just me, I just, you 
know, I’d start looking at every…start countin’ every ceiling tile, I’d start 
countin’ everything in the walls, you know, just, I can’t do it. 

 
 
 

PG#7: Well, for the biggest part, that most of it was outside work, that was, you 
know, a big help on my part just because that’s the way I like doin’ stuff, 
and then, like, I told you before, you could just, it was easy then to 
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translate it back into schoolwork…you know, you got to do it hands-on 
and you learned all this stuff and then it was looking at it and you know, 
touching it, and then when it came time to go into the classroom, it was 
very easy for me just to relate back to it and just say, okay, well this is 
how I would do it…my mind…or me seeing it…and then I’d just put the 
picture in my mind and I could put it out on a paper and then it was…that 
was the big helpful part is just being able to go a lot at the lab and then 
translating it, you know, just me remembering it and then taking it back 
out and that helped me remember a lot of stuff as well for tests and 
coming outside and going actual to work, like, that helped me out a lot 
was that I had to remember a lot of it to, you know, get me by in the 
classroom, so that was a big help, that being hands-on outside in the lab.  

 
  

Institutional Support/Programs 

 The program graduates included another important component related to student 

retention:  institutional support.  The faculty, staff, and administration at the Alliance campus 

where the program is located offers a variety of support services for students; however, it seems 

to be the people in those roles that make the real difference.  Throughout the narratives are 

scattered comments regarding their friendliness, willingness to provide academic assistance, 

sponsoring multicultural events and assisting with financial aid.  This level of support creates a 

caring, personable environment conducive to student retention and successful outcomes. 

 

PG#7: …yeah, I loved the WNCC faculty…even in all my other classes, period, 
you know, they were all easy to get along with…it was kinda difficult 
with the ones that were over the DLS (distance learning system), but they 
were nice…’cause if you said you needed help, they would actually come, 
you know, from Sidney or Scottsbluff, they came up to Alliance and they 
would teach class there and I could stay after if I needed help, so I mean, 
they were really helpful there, so that helped out a lot as well.  
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PG#1: …go home at the end of the day.  He (program instructor) really, he, you 
know, he treated you like you were, you were a person…the staff did too.  
I mean, the people upstairs (staff and administration) that, you know, 
helped you with financial aid and you had problems with that, I mean, the 
financial aid thing was stressful, you know, getting money to come to 
class. 

 
 
 

Interviewer:  What were the personal influences that contributed to your success? 
PG#5: I’d say the instructor again.   
Interviewer: Okay. 
PG#5: Helped me get through it.  Um, faculty and staff, yeah they helped me out.  

Friends…yeah, everyone.  I mean, they all helped, really get me through 
it. 

Interviewer: So you think all of those are kind of… 
PG#5: …yeah, they’ve all had a…they’ve all played a part. 
 
 
 
PG#6: I found a lot of those.  Everybody in the upstairs, in the administration, if 

they could help, they were gonna help, you know.  It’s just friendly.  Just 
the environment.  The atmosphere that WNCC provided, I mean, 
everybody’s great, truthfully.   

Interviewer: Alright. 
PG#6: I mean, I don’t think I could’ve graduated from any other college, I 

honestly don’t, because I’m just not the per…I…I graduated high school, 
that’s what I got out of it, and I owed one more effort for some family 
members to be the first college graduate in my family and I did it and I 
honestly don’t think I would’ve made it through two years of school.  

 
 
 

PG#8: Well, I could say this and not say…openhearted, man, WNCC had the 
most awesome people I’ve been around all my life, and I’ve been through 
some stuff and to know that these people actually cared about me, not, 
you know, personally too, you know, my home, you know, or how I was 
doin’ physically…mentally and to know that anything I needed they 
would do it…go out of their way to help me. 

Interviewer: And you’re…specifically, who is that? 
PG#8: I’m talkin’ like…you know, the Center Director, my instructor, the 

secretary sittin’ at the desk, I mean, there was nobody I couldn’t…you 
know, anybody I turned to, I had that help…off the back… 

Interviewer: …that’s awesome… 
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PG#8: …yeah, it is… 
Interviewer: …that is awesome.  So the college staff, and administrators, and the 

faculty…three things there…any other personal influence on you that you 
would say, ‘man they really helped me get through the program’. 

PG#8: I think it was, like I said, it wasn’t…they didn’t treat me like a student, I 
was like family, you know what I mean, so it made a big difference for 
me, to know that somebody actually cared that about my success, you 
know, not just me, you know what I mean…and it wasn’t fake…it wasn’t 
a façade, you know what I’m sayin’…it ain’t like I turned my head and 
they started snickering at me, you know what I mean…it was something 
serious and I felt it, you know.  Anytime I can cry on my administrator’s 
shoulder if I had a problem is a good thing, you know what I mean? 

 
 
  

PG#9: Well, after that, I think the, you know, the financial aid assistance, that 
was a…that was a big, big factor to uh, that I don’t even have to pay for 
not even a penny of the money that I received. 

 
 
 
 
PG#9: Well, yeah…yeah, it did and it still does to the minorities, you know, 

because, since we are coming out of a traditional high school, most of us 
would get the GED or we have to work it out and uh, well it helps a lot 
because WNCC tried to enroll a lot of minorities through that, remember 
through the program they do in Scottsbluff…that multi-cultural 
program…I enjoyed that, because I saw a lot of, not only Hispanics, you 
see Asians, you see…there’s even whites there…I mean, I…it’s just 
multi-cultural, so they get all different cultures, but I remember I see some 
of the WNCC’s ex-students, I mean, they already finished, they 
professionals, and they go to the exposition and give lectures to the 
kids…they from school and uh, one of the things that I remember was 
they says ‘don’t worry, we have financial aid’, they have everything 
settled for the students and socially, I mean WNCC helps a lot of students 
that are really not traditional, I mean, they have low grades and they help 
them to excel and all this…instead some of the colleges they lookin’ for 
big grades in order to be accepted…WNCC’s opened the doors for 
everybody…I like the way…I like the facility here and Scottsbluff… 

Interviewer: …yeah…alright.  So you would say that those social experiences were 
pretty important to you … 

PG#9: …Mm-hmm… 
Interviewer: …for sure… 
PG#9: …yeah, they were.  They….actually they opened the doors.  
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Faculty Member 

Overview 

 The faculty member interviewed for this study has an extensive work history in the 

electric utility industry.  He has served for 25 years in such varying capacities as lineworker, 

superintendent, manager, and trainer.  He has been a full-time faculty member in the PC&MT 

program for two years.  The interview narrative revealed three major themes which emerged as 

factors which contribute to student persistence from the faculty member’s perspective:  program 

design, the importance of the cohort, and an instructional environment which supports learning. 

Program Design 

 The faculty member described program design as a contributor to academic persistence 

and educational goal attainment.  The opportunity for a student to complete his/her degree in a 

timely fashion keeps students focused on the end.  Most recognize how quickly a calendar year 

expires and this helps the students persist. 

 Accelerated Path to Graduation 

 
Interviewer: …Why do you think the program has such a high retention rate? 
Faculty Member: I think it’s the length… 
Interviewer: …So you think it’s how the program is designed… 
Faculty Member: I think it’s how it’s designed. 
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Faculty Member: I think the length of the program.  ‘Cause they have a…you know, 
once you get in here, you never lose sight of the end of the tunnel.  
You always…that’s the one thing I think this program offers beyond 
all the others, that are, I mean there are 16-week programs where all 
they do is learn how to climb a pole, basically, but, when they’re 
getting the chance of that degree and they realize, I start May 23rd 
and I graduate May 16th, less than a year and it’s not like May 16, 
2011…it’s, you know, geez, it’s… 

Interviewer: …next year… 
Faculty Member: …yeah, and they get through the summer semester and all of a 

sudden it’s over and they’re like, wow…that went fast and then 
boom. 

 
  

Cohort 

 The faculty member discussed the importance of the cohort to student persistence in the 

program.  The interview captured words like ‘family’, ‘team’, and ‘tight-knit group’ to describe 

the cohort.  The cohort seems to put pressure on individual students to succeed, resulting in 

higher completion rates. 

 Group Closeness 
 

Faculty Member: …I think it’s because the guys are tight-knit, personally, um… 
Interviewer: …So you think the cohort is important?  
Faculty Member: Yeah.  And I think that…I’d say probably, I think even the 

community college, because they’re, how should I put it, they’re on 
their own, but yet they feel like they got a family. (p5-6) 

 
 
 
 

Faculty Member: I think what influences their retention is that they get to know each 
other and become…this group becomes a tight-knit group…and I 
think that that makes ‘em wanna stay. 
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 Peer Pressure 
 

 
Faculty Member: Yeah.  And even probably to somewhat, peer pressure. 
Interviewer: Okay.  That’s interesting.  Say more about that. 
Faculty Member: I just don’t think they wanna be the one that quits or you know, can’t 

do it or, you know…’cause they are a tight-knit group and they feel 
like, I think they get a…you know, none of ‘em will back down to 
anything, so I don’t think that one of them wants to be the one to say 
I can’t do it.  

 

 Team 
  
 

Interviewer: Yeah.  In other words, the guys come in as a group, they register for 
classes, everything they do is as a group, all the way up to 
graduation.  Do you think that influences student persistence? 

Faculty Member: Yeah, I do.   
Interviewer: How? 
Faculty Member: I think kinda just along the same lines.  I think that they 

just…they’re…I say this is the college football team…they are…I 
mean…you know, they’re big and smelly…no, I’m just kiddin’…but 
I don’t think, you know, a lot of these guys come from…a lot of 
these guys have played athletics and I think they see this… 

Interviewer: …team sports… 
Faculty Member: …as a team and I think that they get used to doing things as a team.  

Okay, we’re gonna…today we register…okay, we’re all here, you 
know.  Do they get a little wild sometimes?  Yeah, but again, I think 
that all plays into the… 

Interviewer: …yeah.  So you see the cohort really as having a positive impact on 
their retention… 

Faculty Member: …on their retention, sure. 
Interviewer: And it’s through peer pressure… 
Faculty Member: …yeah… 
Interviewer: …some of it… 
Faculty Member: …some of it… 
Interviewer: …and part of it is just because you’re a team… 
Faculty Member: …right.  
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Instructional Environment 

 The faculty member described the instructional environment as a key to student 

persistence.  The components which constitute the instructional environment as outlined by the 

interview narrative are the teaching philosophy of the instructor, flexibility in the classroom, and 

the fact that the students have a single primary instructor.  These areas seem to influence the 

instructional environment which, in turn, contributes to student retention according to the faculty 

member. 

 Teaching Philosophy 

 The teaching philosophy of the program faculty member is that all students have the 

ability to learn.  The focus for the instructor is to bring out the best in every student and provide 

an opportunity for the student to discover learning.  This philosophy emphasizes student 

strengths and positive outcomes. 

 
Faculty Member: … through the program…I think you got two…two things…number 

one: your goal is to get ‘em out better than you are, okay, to improve 
‘em.  I think the other one is to get ‘em out smart, I always say I’m 
here to get you guys out smart, I’m not here to outsmart you.  So I 
think that what you do is have to, as faculty, look at ‘em and 
recognize that if they can be in the industry doin’ the work, then you 
need to develop a way to make ‘em learn, even if you have to change 
it up a little bit. 

 
 
 

Faculty Member: I think it’s an identification of weaknesses and seeing what each of 
their weaknesses are, and their strengths, and I think you try to, you 
try to complement their strengths and compliment them on their 
strengths, but you don’t expose the weakness, you try to strengthen 
the weakness, if that makes sense.  I don’t think that you know, you 
can make fun of a…we can have fun…a guy can’t tie a bowline for 
twelve weeks, right?  So, you know, if you can’t tie the bowline and 
it’s ten degrees below zero out, well, him and the other guy who 
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can’t tie the bowline are the two that gotta go out and change the cut-
out with their hooks while everybody else stays in and watches.  You 
don’t belittle ‘em, but you get ‘em to understand that what they 
haven’t learned they need to learn. 

 
 
  

Faculty Member: And you don’t necessarily call ‘em out and berate ‘em, but… 
Interviewer: …just give ‘em opportunities… 
Faculty Member: …you give ‘em opportunity and then when they come back in, they 

all know how to tie a bowline next time.  So, I think it’s a…it’s tryin’ 
to just, you know, make ‘em understand, here’s a weakness…you 
can’t afford to have that.  You need to make it right and figuring out 
a way to make ‘em learn it, even if it’s makin’ them repeat it or 
makin’ ‘em do something so they’ll remember it. 

 
  

 Flexible, Challenging Environment 

 An instructional environment which allows for flexibility and provides a certain level of 

rigor and challenge is also an important component of the instructional environment.  The faculty 

member refuses to make the program so rigid that students are lost in the process.  He also 

described the element of challenge as a student retention tool.  During the interview, the 

instructor indicated that by offering increasingly challenging environments, the students respond 

and continue in the program. 

 

Faculty Member: Just having flexibility…I try to keep a lot of flexibility in it. 
Interviewer: Okay.  Question number three:  What are the most important 

elements of the classroom and field laboratory environments in 
which you teach and how do they contribute to student retention?  
So, if you think about what you’re doing in the classroom and the 
field, what do you think are the most important elements of that and, 
how do they contribute to keeping students here? 

Faculty Member: Well, I think probably the most important element is the safety.  
Emphasizing in the classroom and also out there at the lab, the safety 
aspect of it, and also the, I’d say second to that, would be the 
challenging part of it.  And I think what you do is, with the safety 
part of it, they get a trust and they realize, hey, I could get hurt, but 
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I’m bein’ watched out for, okay?  So they get, you know…and I 
think industry has to do that, too, you know, so I think that helps 
them out and then I think challengin’ them, ‘cause most of these 
guys like to be challenged.  By nature, most of ‘em aren’t just sit on 
their hands kinda guys.  

 
 
 

Faculty Member: And I think that uh…the other thing I think, too, is there’s enough 
challenge incorporated in the bookwork to where, you know, the first 
book isn’t super-challenging, but the second book becomes more 
challenging…and I think they really actually realize they’re learning 
stuff…so I think that helps with the retention of it, too.  

 
  
 

Faculty Member: But that’s just the nature of the beast.  I think that, I think the lab 
environment…I think if it was more classroom-based, that you 
wouldn’t have guys stay as much. 

Interviewer: Okay. 
Faculty Member: But the fact that the classroom part’s there, and I think that the more 

you can throw at ‘em, challenging out there, the more they wanna 
stay.  

 
 
 

Faculty Member: Just because, you know the goal’s to get ‘em to work in the industry, 
so if they can do that, you…you can’t set the curriculum or you can’t 
set the…you can’t be so rigid that you let somebody get away, you 
can’t let the fish off the hook, so to speak.  You know, you gotta 
kinda, you gotta adapt to the way they are and see how they’re goin’. 

 
  

 One Primary Instructor 

 The final element of the instructional environment which the faculty member described 

as contributing to student retention is the students having one primary instructor.  The majority 

of the coursework the program students take is under the program instructor.  This provides 

students the opportunity to get to know the teacher on a personal level and get to know their 
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communication style.  Spending much of their time with one instructor and the familiarity that 

develops as a result, seems to influence their willingness to persist in the program.  

 

Faculty Member: I think some of it has to do with the fact that you basically have an 
instructor, one…you’re not going through a number of different 
instructors. 

 
 
 

Faculty Member:  I think another thing that helps them do well, is that the fact they’re 
with one instructor, they learn how that instructor operates.  So I 
think that helps them, where you have guys who don’t normally have 
good grades, all of a sudden they’re doin’ really good…because 
they’re with that…they get to learn…I know what he’s talkin’ 
about…even when the instructor makes a mistake, they’d know what 
he was sayin’, because they’ve seen him so much, they say, well I 
understand that, that’s what he was sayin’. 

 

 The faculty member suggested three themes which he feels contribute to student 

persistence in the PC&MT program:  the program design, the impact of the cohort on each 

individual student, and the importance of a flexible, challenging instructional environment where 

one instructor serves as the primary student contact.  The narrative also revealed an 

understanding on the instructor’s part of the importance of the affective domain as it relates to 

instruction.  The researcher’s field observations noted the faculty member works hard to make 

the students feel valued and capable of learning such as offering encouraging words to students 

who made mistakes on an exam.  The positive attitude on behalf of the instructor creates an 

atmosphere which seems to contribute to student persistence. 
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Program Advisory Committee 

Overview 

 The program advisory committee interview was conducted as a focus group activity.  

Nine of the ten members of the committee participated in the focus group and offered several 

suggestions as potential contributors to student persistence in the program.  The focus group 

narratives revealed six major themes from the perspectives of the committee members:  the 

program design, the faculty, the importance of the cohort, the instructional environment, student 

participation in industry-sponsored events, and industry contributions.  The committee member 

interviewees are identified in the narratives by the letters CM (committee member) followed by a 

randomly-assigned number to protect their confidentiality.  The researcher is identified by the 

term interviewer. 

Program Design 

 The committee expressed the opinion that the program’s design contributed to student 

persistence.  An accelerated path to meeting their educational goals provides students with an 

incentive to complete their program.  The opportunity to move into the job market in a timely 

manner appeals to a variety of students as reported by the committee.  

 Accelerated Path to Graduation 

CM#5: …having it one year helps a lot…I think one-year programs, that helps 
retention a lot, especially when you got the carrot at the end of the year, you 
know, you’ve got a job coming…with your non-traditional-type students, that 
I know we had the first year or two, those guys are looking for jobs and uh, if 
they come out of here within a year and go to work for a place that pays you 
14, 15 dollars an hour, that’s pretty darn good.  
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CM#1: Well, I think at that age, you’re ready to…you’re ready to do something, you 
know, you’re not ready to have something drug out…you know, they’re ready 
to get on and get this thing going, I wanna get out there and make some 
money and get life started here, they’re not dragging it out for two years for 
the sake of…whatever. 

  

Cohort 

 The program advisory committee members agreed the impact the cohort plays on student 

retention is significant.  Terms such as camaraderie and team were used to describe the cohort.  

The committee felt it an important part in influencing student performance and encouraging 

students to continue in the program. 

 Camaraderie 

CM#1: I think there’s a certain amount of camaraderie there… 
CM#2: …exactly… 
CM#1: …that helps…helps maintain that level and I think even if you visit with 

Merchant, he’ll say how different this class was from that class, you know, 
but I think it…as it builds camaraderie, however it shifts, with the…with 
each individual that are in it…but I think it keeps them rolling through, you 
know, if you’ve got some real high level people in there to begin with, it 
probably influences some of the others and I think it probably helps to keep 
it pulled up to a little better level. 

Interviewer: Okay. 
CM#1: It’s kinda like playing golf, you know, if you play with a real poor golfer 

like me, and then play with a real good one, then you’ll wanna get a little 
better and or he wants to get a little worse.  

Interviewer: Anybody else.  That was a good comment.  You think participating as a 
cohort helps guys get through the program. 

CM#5: Oh, I do, definitely. 
Interviewer: Okay, and why do you say that? 
CM#5: Like I said, I just, to emphasize what he said, I think it’s just a team deal, 

basically, you know…that’s what I’m thinking, that it’s a team…you 
know, if I’m down a little bit and the other guy maybe excels somewhere 
else, he kinda comes and gets ahold of me and says ‘hey, I see you’re 
having…you know, you’re struggling here, let me try to help you a little bit 
to get…well, let’s get through this together’…I think that’s huge 
anymore…is trying to get, you know…teamwork. 
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Instructional Environment 

 The committee members identified two components of the instructional environment 

which they feel contribute to student retention:  a culture of high expectations and small class 

size.  The culture is important because students understand the program requires them to be 

involved at a high level.  The group believes the small class size of the cohort allows students the 

opportunity to get to know each other and brings the individuals closer together as a result. 

 Culture 
 

CM#1: It’s gotta be a combination of things, you know, the instructors, first of all with 
them, just like you said, their culture and work ethic and then that culture 
carrying over, you know, the environment…getting in there with the instructors 
and a little bit of strict surroundings or whatever, you know, when they get 
going…high expectations, I think, you know, if you’re gonna come in there and 
screw off, you know, well, that’s what you’re gonna get…we’re gonna have to 
get that out of ‘em… 

 

 Small Class Size 
 

CM#1: If you get too big a group, then you start getting groups in your group…I 
think, twenty, twenty-one is the maximum that I would ever…that I think 
that you need to be here. 

CM#8: You go to that rubber glove school that you guys were talking about, you 
see that…you get too big a group, you start getting guys standing over 
here and ones over here not participating at all.  You get too big you’re 
not gonna… 

Interviewer: So what you’re saying is kinda if you keep the group down, then you keep 
them engaged more than you would if you had a bigger group. 

CM#8: Right, ‘cause otherwise you get ‘em out here talking, they could care less 
if they’re up there doin’ any of the hot line stuff up there at the rubber 
gloves school, so… 

Interviewer: Okay. Alright. So altogether, you guys would say yes, the cohort does 
help students persist. 

CM#2: Yes, I think it does. 
CM#5: You get too many and it becomes numbers, it seems to me like instead of 

the names, instead of Jim or Joe or somebody else, they’re number three 
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and number eight, you know, I think that’s what we talked about earlier, 
about the value of being…of the instructors we have and everything 
else…they know ‘em all by name, they know what they probably like to 
do, and you know, I think it’s just a closer-knit group and they will help 
each other, I think.  

 

Faculty 

 The committee expressed the importance of having the right faculty in place for the 

program.  The instructor should be someone very personable who is able to get the buy-in from 

the students to believe in what they are learning.  Setting up the lab so that students perform the 

roles of crew foreman and crew members requires students to be on board with the instructor’s 

vision with how those activities are arranged and conducted.  The instructor must also be willing 

to work hard and participate in the lab activities.  The committee felt by doing so it would garner 

respect from the students and encourages them to persist.   

 Instructor Attributes 
 

CM#5: Well I think having the two instructors we’ve had so far has helped a bunch, 
but I think it’s very personable, of course they’re both sitting here…it seems 
like my opinion of what I see and what I hear is that they make the kids work 
hard in all types of elements and conditions, which I think is good, but I think 
they’re gonna be right out there with ‘em, I think they’re gonna be…you 
know, they’re gonna have their earflaps down if it’s cold, windy out and 
they’re gonna be helpin’ ‘em and I think that brings a lot of respect, at least is 
one thing it brings, to the students and I think they’re willin’ to work hard and 
to stay with the thing…all a part of that.  

  
 

CM#2: I agree with you…what you said earlier, it’s all about the instructor, you 
know, and that’s how they…you can bring in somebody else that’s not as 
good and you won’t have, I feel, that you won’t have the rate that you have 
right now. 
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 Student Buy-In 
  

CM#3: I think that’s part of…when I’ve been up here and watched the instructor at 
the lab and stuff…you kinda had a buy-in from the kids, you know, you took 
turns being the foreman, you know, for the week or whatever, and so every 
kid had their chance to prove themselves and I think, maybe that, I don’t know 
if that’s helping keeping them here or not…you know, where they…they get 
to do more than just go out and climb the pole, you gotta participate besides 
just that, so… 

 

Industry-Sponsored Events 

 The advisory committee expressed the college and program’s willingness to allow 

students to participate in industry-sponsored events served to connect the students to the industry 

and therefore, increase student retention.  The connection with industry happens through 

participation in such events as 3-day lineworker schools conducted by industry where 

professionals have the opportunity to hone their skills in a controlled environment, safety 

meetings conducted at local municipal line shops, and participation with utility line crews in the 

field.  The committee believed these to be valuable experiences for the students because it 

provides a chance to get to know people in the business and see what they will be doing 

following graduation. 

 Student Participation  
 

CM#5: I think throwing things in like the lineman’s program or the hot line 
school down there, you take them down there, they’re starting to rub 
elbows with guys that they’re gonna be working with in another year or 
two and they find out that it is kind of a community of people they’re 
gonna be working with, you know, comrades, sort of, you know, and I 
think it helps a lot as far as, hey I wanna be one of these guys, you know. 

Interviewer: Okay. 
CM#2: That’s why I happened to invite ‘em (current students) the other day to 

that one (safety meeting) of ours, you know I invited the whole school 
over and all of us in the cities, I know, you know, we’re not rural, but it 
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was still, they still got, like you said, they got to go there, see all them 
other people and see some of their, I thought it was really good, I thought 
you guys, you know, and the instructor that we had was askin’ ‘em some 
questions and stuff like that and kinda makin’ ‘em feel involved and I 
thought it was really cool.  

 
 
 

CM#3: I think part of it, too, comes back to the teachers in the school…running 
‘em down to Sidney to the hot line school…over to Gering…you know, 
the school’s willingness to send ‘em someplace else…go see the other 
linemen at work, even, you know, I don’t know what you guys did at your 
deal, but it’s all set up down there in Sidney, you know, but it’s something 
else you gotta chance to talk to some other guys in the field you know that 
have been there a while. 

CM#6: And we can’t forget, too, that (industry partner’s) foremen takes them out, 
each crew, one day to show ‘em underground, how to use the thumper, 
you know he takes about a crew a day for about a week, so they get to go 
out and see that in the spring…or in the fall, I mean…and then, you know, 
he took us around, we tagged him around in a van this fall and showed us 
three-phase transformer banks and some OCRs and substation and so they 
got, you know. 

 
  

Industry Contributions 

 The program advisory committee focus group revealed a belief that the industry partners 

could contribute to student retention in a variety of ways including demonstrating their 

commitment to the program by being visible to students, offering scholarships to the program for 

interested and qualified students, and providing internship opportunities.  The advisory 

committee has been an active part of the program development since its inception.  The group 

has donated time, energy, and resources in an effort to lend their support.  They believe these 

activities influence student retention and persistence to graduation. 

  
  



115 
 

 Program Support/Commitment 
 

CM#3: I think, maybe some if they see the commitment we’ve done, we show up 
for the advisory committees because some of the kids have sat in and we 
don’t have like one or two show up when they come in, there’s seven or 
eight or more of us here and it’s the same faces there that somebody new 
every time they come in so they know that we’ve got a commitment to it, 
too. 

CM#1: They’ve already got a student class president and things like that? 
CM#6: Mm-hmm…well it’s the Top Club, it’s a student organization, not really a 

class president, but yeah, an organization. 
Interviewer: That’s a good point you make, though, is that…it’s that consistency and 

they see the trucks and they see the stuff that’s donated to the school and 
then they see the guy who’s helped make that happen there show up at 
these meetings and yeah, I think you’re right. 

CM#6: I think even like the end of the semester party when we have…they see 
that the industry comes…you know we’ll have a graduation party to speak 
of this time, you know I think when they see… 

CM#1: …It shows that the industry has an interest in ‘em… 
CM#7: …I think that the commitment by this group and by the industry in general 

in the area really helps, you know… 
CM#1: …we could do more of that, get more of the people in the surrounding 

systems, even though they might not be part of the advisory board. 
 

 

CM#5: I think the committee…I feel like the committee’s purpose as a support 
vehicle for the program, and you know, by being on the committee and 
supporting the activities that go on there, it’s a commitment, I guess, of 
the power companies, I think it’s a commitment we’re making being on 
the committee…commitment for you. 

 

 Scholarship and Selection 
 

CM#3: Part of it is like, give the scholarships, you know if you’ve got a couple of 
kids coming in, do a real good interview on the scholarships…is this 
something this kid really wants to do…what’s his background…and like, 
(program graduate), we picked a pretty good kid there, you know I gotta 
admit, I did good, but that wasn’t me. It was one of our foremen that set 
him up, talked to him about…you know, hit us up about the scholarship, 
you know and I know his background and everything else.  I think that’s 
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part of it, if you don’t know who the kid is and you give him a scholarship 
anyhow, I think maybe it’s part of our, maybe our duty, if we  are giving 
scholarships out, to get a good kid. 

CM#7: I think in our local communities, we have an ear to the ground type of 
thing that we could, we know people that know this person and we can 
decide…we can kind of pick and choose who we prod on to go to school 
and who we kinda discourage, too… 

Interviewer: …so you guys can… 
CM#7: …so that helps retention, I think, in a big way… 
Interviewer: …cause you’re picking good kids. 
CM#7: Yeah.  

 
  

 Internships 
 

CM#2: I think, too, though, it goes…I know you know, with my intern, you try to 
make them feel a part of the group, too, you know, so they feel like part of 
the team and that’s something that they wanna go do, you know…I know 
(program graduate), when he come over and did his intern with us, you 
know, (intern foreman) really, as the instructor said, that one time when 
he come back, he’s goin’ through withdrawals you know, and that makes 
them feel like a part of the group.   I’m always gonna try to keep a spot 
open for an intern as long as I’m in charge over there. 

 
 The program advisory committee focus group stated the following program components 

contribute to successful retention of PC&MT students:  the program’s accelerated design, the 

right faculty member for the job, the impact of the cohort, a supportive instructional 

environment, and active participation in industry-sponsored events.  Additionally, the group felt 

they could contribute by providing industry support for the school and the program students by 

offering scholarships and internship opportunities.  The committee indicated combinations of 

these components result in an increased likelihood that students will persist in their educational 

pursuits. 
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CHAPTER FIVE:  INTERPRETATIONS & RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

The intent of this section is to offer interpretations of the results of the research.  The case 

study utilized a qualitative approach to examine the influences on student retention in a rural 

community college vocational program.   The primary data sources included current students, 

program graduates, the program’s sole faculty member, and the program advisory committee.  

The emergent themes will be discussed to build a holistic representation of the factors perceived, 

in this particular setting, to influence student retention and persistence to graduation rates.  The 

focus will then shift to the implications for research, practice, and policy.  The chapter will finish 

with suggestions for future research and the conclusion. 

 

Interpretations  

Comparisons of Current Students and Program Graduates 

Two of the primary data sources for the research were current students and program 

graduates.  These groups were asked to consider the factors which they perceived to influence 

their retention in the program.  The major themes which emerged for both groups are 

summarized in Figures 7 and 8.   



118 
 

 

 
 
Research Question 1:  What are current students’ perspectives of the factors which are 
contributing to their retention in the program?  
 

 
Major Themes 

 

 
Sub-Themes 

Program Design 
 

 Accelerated Path to Graduation  
 Employment – Quick Entry into Labor Market 

Faculty 
 

 Instructor’s Relevant Work Experience 
 Instructor Attributes 

Cohort 
 

 Developing Friendships 
 Motivation 
 Peer Pressure 
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Social Aspect 
 

 Out-of-class Activities 
 Shared Social Experiences 

Instructional Environment 
 

 Job-Related Learning 
 Small Class Size 

 
Figure 7:   Current Student Themes 
 
 

 
 
Research Question 2:  What are program graduates’ perspectives of the factors which contributed 
to their retention and successful completion of the program?  
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Figure 8:  Program Graduate Themes 
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A comparison of the two groups identifies many similarities.  First, the current students and 

program graduates each identified the program design as a factor which influenced their 

persistence in the program.  The ability to enter the program and complete a diploma in 12 

months or an associate degree in 15 months was a deciding factor for the enrollment and 

persistence of many students.  The accelerated path also offers graduates the opportunity to take 

their newly acquired education and skills to the labor market more quickly than if the program 

were offered in a traditional two-year format.  Both groups indicated a genuine appreciation for 

the design of the program. The original idea for an accelerated pace came from the program 

advisory committee.  The region’s electric utility companies were very interested in the program 

producing graduates on a yearly basis to serve their workforce needs.  This suggestion while 

originally designed to serve industry needs seems advantageous for the students as well.  The 

program design requires students without prior college credit to take course loads in the 21 – 27 

hours per semester range in order to complete their degrees.  This level of course load is not 

generally advised for students; however, the institution has allowed the PC&MT students high 

course load permission and it appears the students in this particular setting are capable of 

handling and, in fact, prefer this format.  The program design keeps degree completion within 

sight for these students which appears to effect retention in the program. 

Next, both groups agree the role of the faculty is important in their retention.  The current 

students and the program graduates placed emphasis on the attributes that make a quality 

instructor.  Throughout the narratives references are made that describe the instructor as fun, able 

to joke around, interesting, willing to provide one-on-one instruction, going the extra mile, and 

providing personal support.  The subjects also highlighted affective domain characteristics like 

the instructor’s positive attitude and encouraging demeanor as defining attributes of quality 
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instructors.   The current students also suggested that relevant work experience was important.  

The ability to connect classroom learning to a specific work experience of the instructor was 

helpful for the current students.  The focus of the program graduates was situated primarily on 

the instructor attributes.  The difference may be the result of the current students still being 

immersed in the process whereas the program graduates are offering a more reflective 

perspective on their experience.  Regardless, the instructor plays a significant role in the 

retention of both groups. 

 Third, the cohort was a critical component in program retention for both current students 

and program graduates.  The opportunity to develop a support network of friends allows students 

to navigate the difficult times and persist toward the completion of their diploma or degree.  

These friendships prove a valuable resource throughout their tenure in the program.  Many of the 

students suggested the time spent together both in and out of the classroom serves to strengthen 

the bonds between their peers.  As a result, there develops a family or team-like environment 

where motivation and peer pressure keep the students in the program and achieving academic 

success.  Several references were made to pushing each other along, academic competition 

between classmates, and helping peers in the classroom and lab. The cohort fosters a mentality 

where no one gets left behind.  The individual is a valued member of the group which is similar 

to military units where shared experiences create unique bonds between people.  References and 

comparisons were also made to sports team when discussing the cohort.  The members are all 

uniquely individual while at the same time viewed as essential components of the team.  The 

cohort also serves as an academic support for its members.  Current students and program 

graduates acknowledged the importance of studying in groups, learning from each other, and 

relying on cohort members to assist in their academic pursuits.  The academic support from the 
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cohort serves to reinforce the learning which is taking place in the classroom and lab by the 

instructor.     

 Next, the social aspect of the academic experience was viewed as an important element in 

retaining students.  A common point for both groups was hanging out with friends from their 

cohort on evenings and weekends.  The time spent in social settings allow the students and 

graduates to get to know each other more personally and, as a result, draws them closer as a 

cohort.  Out of class activities included hunting, fishing, going to the bar, watching television, 

and playing video games.  The activities are a result of shared interests and are typically attended 

by smaller groups within the cohort.  Several of the students are roommates or reside in the same 

off-campus apartment complex, which makes connecting outside of class convenient.   The 

program graduates listed community projects such as Habitat for Humanity and Toys for Tots as 

social activities that reinforce friendships and the bond between students.  This was an 

interesting component of the research on student retention and persistence.  How does working 

on community/service related project serve to increase retention?  Further questioning of the 

graduates led to the conclusion that opportunity to work collaboratively on good will projects 

satisfies a desire to give back to the community in a meaningful way.  The community provided 

much-needed resources in the beginning stages of the program’s development and each new 

class of students are made aware of this history.  Their interest in these projects is a way of 

giving back, and again serves to solidify the cohort.  These social aspect findings seem to 

connect to the Tinto (1993) Model of Institutional Departure, where he described social 

integration, specifically extracurricular activities and peer group interactions, as being among the 

most important social factors influencing drop-out behaviors.  The students and program 
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graduates who participated in the interviews feel a certain level of social integration into the 

institution through participation in these activities which seems to contribute to their persistence.   

 Fifth, the instructional environment seems to be optimal for the type of learner who 

enters the PC&MT program.  All participants in the student and graduate groups self identified 

as hands-on learners.  Program graduates and current students alike listed job-related learning 

and class size as important contributors to student retention.  The lab is operated in similar 

fashion to the real world of work for utility lineworkers.  Students are separated into work crews 

of 4-5 each and one student is designated the crew foreman.  The crew foreman is assigned work 

tasks for his crew and given responsibility for job planning and safety.  The lab is designed with 

the industry in mind which gives the students an accurate portrayal of the expected duties of the 

profession.  This real life training is an important element in retaining students.  The class size 

and student-to-faculty ratio compliment the job-related learning.  The lab activities allow for 

participation from everyone so there is higher learner engagement than would be otherwise 

possible if the class were larger.  The small class size also affords students the opportunity to 

have their questions answered in a timely manner or spend one-on-one time with the instructor.  

Program graduates listed the time distribution of the classroom and lab components as 

contributing to retention as well.  The classroom-to-lab ratio is approximately 40:60 which 

appeals to hands-on learners a great deal.  Moving from the classroom to the lab gives the 

students the chance to actually do what they are reading from the text.  This application of 

classroom learning in the lab environment was a benefit of the program to the graduates and an 

element in their retention and persistence. 

 Finally, the program graduates narratives revealed a sixth component in their discussions 

on the factors which influence retention and successful completion of the program.  The theme 
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Research Question 3:  What is the faculty member’s perspective of the factors which contribute 
to the program’s high retention and successful completion rate?  
 

 
Major Themes 

 

 
Sub-Themes 

Program Design  Accelerated Path to Graduation 
Cohort 
 

 Group Closeness 
 Peer Pressure 
 Team 

Instructional Environment 
 

 Teaching Philosophy 
 Flexible, Challenging Environment 
 One Primary Instructor 

 
Figure 9:  Faculty Member Themes 
 
 

was institutional support and programs.  The graduates shared their personal experiences with the 

faculty, staff, and administration at the Alliance campus in overwhelmingly positive tones.  One 

student indicated that everyone at the campus would “go out of their way to help me”.  This level 

of support mattered to the program graduates and served to help them reach their goals.  The 

multi-cultural program at the college was mentioned by one of the graduates as an experience 

that “opened the doors” for even greater levels of support such as meeting new friends and 

acquiring additional information about the college’s student support system.  A community 

college whose staff and administrators are friendly, caring, and supportive of students seems to 

provide an environment which is conducive to student retention.               

Comparisons of Faculty Member and Program Advisory Committee 

The other two primary data sources for the research were the program’s sole faculty 

member and the program advisory committee.  These groups were asked to consider the factors 

which they perceived to influence the program’s high retention and successful completion rate.  

The major themes which emerged are summarized in Figures 9 and 10.   
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Research Question 4:  What are the program advisory committee members’ perspectives of the 
factors which contribute to the program’s high retention and successful completion rate?  
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Figure 10:  Program Advisory Committee Member Themes 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The faculty member and the program advisory committee agreed the program design 

contributes to student retention.  The main focus was on the program’s ability to get students 

through in an accelerated fashion.  The short time frame allows students to earn their diploma or 

degree within 12 or 15 months of beginning their education.  The research participants in both 

groups felt this allowed students to keep their focus knowing that within a year a degree could be 

earned.  The prospects of completing a college education seem attainable within the short range 

which encourages student retention. 

Second, the cohort was deemed an important link in the retention of students.  The 

faculty member and the committee agreed the cohort develops a sense of team and group 

closeness where peers are considered comrades.  The student and program graduate’s narratives 

confirmed this notion by often referring to their fellow classmates as the team, family, or 

buddies.  As individuals, the students see themselves as part of something bigger and work 

toward their educational goals in concert with one another.  The faculty and committee felt this 
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to be an important factor in student persistence.  In addition, the faculty mentioned the peer 

pressure element as a contributor to student retention.  The pressure to remain a part of the group 

and not be the one who fails out of the program encourages students to maintain a level of 

academic commitment which eventually leads to graduation from the program.  The student and 

program graduates also mentioned peer pressure and motivation from the group as factors 

influencing retention.  The faculty member witnessed the peer pressure element on a regular 

basis in the classroom and the lab. 

Next, the faculty and advisory committee agreed the instructional environment 

contributes to student retention; however, for different reasons.  The faculty member commented 

on his own teaching philosophy and his interest in developing quality students.  He takes a 

personal interest in student learning and ensuring participants are enjoying and actively engaged 

in the process.  The faculty member also felt the need for flexibility in the classroom which 

allows him to keep the students interest.  He commented that strict adherence to rigid classroom 

and lab planning was not in the best interest of students.  Flexibility allows the instructor to keep 

things fresh and lively.  Additionally, the fact the students have one primary instructor for most 

of their course work was also seen as a contributor to student retention.  The faculty member 

expressed a closeness with the cohort members which allows them to more freely communicate 

academic and/or personal concerns and issues.  The cohort gets to know the one instructor at a 

deeper level than if the students had multiple instructors for their PC&MT course work. 

The advisory committee viewed the instructional environment in terms of culture and 

small class size.  The culture of the instructional environment refers to the expectation of hard 

work, respect, and safety.  The lab, as stated previously, is constructed to mirror the world of 

work for a utility lineworker.  The atmosphere is one where hard work, respect, and adherence to 
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safety rules and regulations are the expectation.  This provides a structure with high expectations 

for the students which seem to influence retention.  The committee also felt the small class size 

allow for more personal contact with the students.  The students feel a part of the program 

because the faculty member knows them by name and not by social security number.  As a 

result, the classroom interaction encourages the asking of questions and active intellectual 

inquiry.  The committee agreed both the culture and small class size contributed to student 

retention in the program. 

Finally, the program advisory committee included the following two additional 

components which they believed to influence student retention in the program:  student 

participation in industry-sponsored events and the electric utility industry contributions to the 

program.  First, the committee felt WNCC’s willingness to allow students to participate in 

industry-sponsored events such as specialized training schools was critical in connecting students 

with people in the business.  These connections allow students to “rub elbows” with 

professionals who are actually in the employment sector the students are training for.  Industry 

partners also allow students to participate in company-specific training which provides exposure 

to an even wider variety of lineworker related topics.  In addition, these professional contacts 

become useful resources for students in regard to job opportunities following graduation 

providing real encouragement to complete the program.  Second, the committee agreed their 

support and commitment made a difference in relation to student retention.  This support 

manifests itself in a variety of ways.  The majority of the advisory committee members have 

been a part of the committee since the program’s inception.  The members have consistently 

played active roles in both unannounced and planned class visits, new student orientations, hiring 

program graduates, and hosting industry events attended by students.  The members have also 
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been instrumental in securing equipment, tools, supplies, and monetary contributions to the 

program.  They believe this level of active participation on their part demonstrates a high level of 

commitment which the students perceive as positive.  The industry also contributes scholarship 

monies to students who matriculate into the program.  The committee agreed that with careful 

screening and selection of potential program candidates who approach their respective utilities 

regarding scholarship opportunities, the committee exerts some level of influence on student 

retention.  The last component which the industry feels they contribute is through providing 

internships.  Students in their final semester who have maintained a 3.0 grade point average are 

placed into internships with local electric utilities to provide work opportunities.  The committee 

believes that by providing students the chance to work an internship at their respective 

companies, they are contributing to student persistence in the program.  The students who 

participate in internships routinely express being well-accepted into the companies they intern 

with, learning a tremendous amount, and many are offered full-time employment following 

graduation as a result.  The committee strongly agrees their support and contributions to the 

program influence student retention.                    

Holistic Representation of Research Participant Themes 

The combination of the factors which are perceived to influence student retention and 

successful completion of the program in this particular setting are numerous, as described in the 

preceding sections.  The perspectives provided by the multiple stakeholders (current students, 

program graduates, the faculty member, and the program advisory committee members) offer a 

holistic picture of the many aspects which may be affecting student retention in the PC&MT 

program by those most closely involved.  A graphical representation is provided in Figure 11 

which encompasses all the major themes which emerged as a result of the study.   
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Figure 11: Major Themes Radial 

 
This figure illustrates several components of the student retention puzzle in this specific research 

setting.  The multiple stakeholder approach allowed for rich data collection and provided a more 

comprehensive assessment of the factors influencing retention for this program.  The 

constructivist theoretical lens was especially useful because it provided the opportunity for 

individuals to relate their knowledge of the factors influencing student retention within the 

context of this study.  The results of Chapter 4 of this research have identified factors which may 

limit their generalizability across institutional and program types; however, they provide 

important insights into a program whose retention and persistence to graduation rate is over 90 
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percent.  These themes are certainly worthy of consideration in reference to discussions 

regarding student retention. 

Implications for Research, Practice & Policy 

Research 

 This study was conducted in a rural community college vocational education program 

which has a history of high student retention and persistence to graduation rate.  These settings 

have garnered minimal attention from the research community.  This study adds to that base and 

will hopefully create an interest for additional studies.  A good deal of past educational research 

which relates to student retention has been collected in four-year institutions and has focused on 

student dropout behavior.  This research is focused on the factors which influence student 

success, an area that deserves more consideration particularly in community colleges where 

student admittance rates are continually increasing and student retention rates are unacceptably 

low.  Community college students who are progressing toward degree completion and, to a 

greater extent community college graduates, provide fertile research ground for investigating the 

influences on their successful completion of degree programs.  This study also provides a 

qualitative perspective in contrast to many of the major retention efforts which have utilized 

quantitative methodology to examine student retention issues.     

Practice 

 This research provides a framework for discussion which could potentially impact 

educational practice in a variety of ways.  The research setting is narrowly focused; however, the 

identified factors could be applied in part to similar settings and measured to determine their 

impact on student retention.   For example, community colleges with vocational programs should 

perhaps consider a compressed format with regard to program design to impact student retention.  
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This area was identified by all the research participants in this study as a contributor to 

persistence in the program.  A second example would be the creation of cohort groups in 

vocational programs as opposed to students moving through a program in the more traditional 

individual fashion.  The cohort seems to produce a network of friends who increase motivation, 

provide personal and academic support, and have a positive effect on student persistence.  

Perhaps the greatest benefit could be derived for those rural community colleges seeking to 

create new vocational programs.  Again, these factors could be implemented in varying levels of 

inclusion and measured.  There are no silver bullets to the retention dilemma; however, this 

study provides some important insights from a multiple stakeholder perspective into the variety 

of factors which influence student retention in this setting. 

Policy 

 Policy decisions are better informed by incorporating a variety of research methodologies 

and best practices from around the country.  This qualitative approach adds a critical component 

to the predominantly quantitative research focus on student retention.  The opportunity to 

examine the narratives of people closely connected to successful student retention settings allows 

administrators and policy makers to consider alternatives to traditional vocational education 

delivery.  Students in settings where the retention and persistence to graduation rates are 

unusually high should be able to share their insights into what those factors are which contribute 

to their success.  The current students, program graduates, the faculty member, and the program 

advisory committee in this study represent those of the front lines of vocational education.  Their 

perspectives are valuable and can contribute to our understanding of the influences on retention.  

Additionally, program advisory committees are critical components of vocational education.  

These groups often provide necessary support to sustain costly vocational programs.  This study 
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can assist administrators by providing necessary insights into the role and function of advisory 

committees and how they may potentially impact student retention. 

Suggestions for Future Research 

 This study reveals several areas where additional research could further enhance our 

understanding of the factors which influence student retention in vocational education settings.  

First, future research could focus on replicating this study in a similar setting.  The study findings 

could then be compared to the results of this research to outline similarities or discover where 

certain discrepancies lie.  A multi stakeholder approach could again be utilized to gain 

perspective across several groups.  Second, a similar study could be conducted in a suburban or 

urban community college vocational setting.  It would be beneficial to compare the factors to 

determine if they have any level of generalizability across all three settings or are only applicable 

in the rural setting.  Third, future research could increase the sample size.  This study 

incorporated seven current students, nine program graduates, one faculty member, and an 

advisory group of nine members.  The incorporation of a greater sample size could potentially 

provide for more variance in perspective and result in richer data collection.  Another suggestion 

for future research would be to include a more ethnically and gender diverse population in a 

similar study.  The participants in this study were all male and majority Caucasian.  The 

inclusion of a more diverse population would most certainly provide a greater degree of 

inclusiveness and offer perspectives that could be of significant value in our understanding of 

student retention for a variety of vocational students.    Finally, the application of Tinto’s (1993) 

Model of Institutional Departure to a similar research setting to determine the impact of social 

and academic integration on successful student outcomes and persistence would be useful.  

Although this study provided some surface-level support for the importance of Tinto’s cultural 
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and social integration components, a more thorough, exhaustive investigation, which focuses 

solely on these factors in community college vocational settings, would be beneficial.  The 

application to successful outcomes would provide a different perspective to Tinto’s focus on the 

factors influencing drop out behaviors.   

Conclusion 

 This qualitative research study has attempted to identify factors which affect student 

retention in a rural community college vocational program.  The themes which emerged help to 

paint a picture and increase our awareness of the complex nature of the subject.  It is worthy of 

note that what has been presented in this study is only a small piece of the puzzle, an up close 

examination of a very narrowly focused segment of the community college student population.  

The multi-stakeholder approach is relevant because students, graduates, faculty, and advisory 

committees can have very different perspectives on the factors influencing retention.  Qualitative 

methodology allows individuals to speak on their own behalf which is vital to our increased 

understanding.   

I wholeheartedly believe in the mission of vocational education in community colleges.  

These programs provide our country with a skilled workforce necessary to meet the needs and 

demands of our society.  The work to help ensure students complete their degrees is arduous but 

essential.  Student retention in community colleges requires practitioners and scholars to work 

hand in hand in an effort to address the issue.  Studies like these, in conjunction with the greater 

body of research, can provide valuable insight to the practitioners in the field with the hope that, 

through the collaborative efforts of everyone, we can assist students in their quest for academic 

success.             
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APPENDIX A 

Student Personal Background/Demographic Sheet 

Please answer the following questions as they pertain to your status while in the program: 

 

1. What was your age at the time you entered program?  
 
 

2. Were you single or married at the time you entered the program?   
  
 

3. Are you a first-generation college student (i.e. did either parent earn a college degree?)   
 
Mother:                                                 Father: 
 

4. What is the highest level of educational attainment for each of your parents?   
 
 

5. Did you work while in the program?  If so, about how many hours a week? 
 
 

6. To what race/ethnic classification do you identify? 
 
 

7. What was your high school GPA? 
 
 

8. If you received financial aid while in the program, please list sources (grants, loans, 
scholarships). 

 

9. If a graduate, are you currently working in the electric utility industry? 
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APPENDIX B 

Current Students Interview Guide 

The following is a list of the types of potential questions which will be asked of current students.  
As the researcher learns more about what is important to the interviewees, the list of questions 
may shift to accommodate those subject areas. 

1. Describe the factors which influenced your decision to enroll in the Powerline 
Construction & Maintenance Technology Program at Western Nebraska Community 
College? 

 
2. Describe the factors/experiences/relationships which have and continue to contribute to 

your persistence through each semester to graduation. 
 
3. Describe the specific factors (institutional, environmental, relational, social, academic, 

instructional) which have and continue to be the most influential in helping you persist in 
the program? 

 
4. What influence do classroom techniques or activities have on your persistence in the 

program? 
 
5. What influence do field laboratory experiences have on your persistence in the program? 
 
6. How do you feel the program design is contributing to your persistence in the program? 
 
7. Discuss some specific out-of-class activities that stand out from your educational 

experience thus far. 
 
8. How are the social aspects of your college experience influencing your persistence in the 

program? 
 
9. Do you believe participating as a cohort has influenced your persistence in the program? 

If so, how? 
 

10. What personal influences, (peer, faculty, staff, administration) if any, do you feel have 
contributed to your persistence in the program? 

 
11. What one factor do you perceive has had the greatest impact on your persistence in the 

program? 
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APPENDIX C 

Program Graduates Interview Guide 

The following is a list of the types of potential questions which will be asked of program 
graduates.  As the researcher learns more about what is important to the interviewees, the list of 
questions may shift to accommodate those subject areas. 

1. Describe the factors which influenced your decision to enroll in the Powerline 
Construction & Maintenance Technology Program at Western Nebraska Community 
College? 

 
2. Describe the factors/experiences/relationships which contributed to your persistence 

through each semester to graduation. 
 
3. Describe the specific factors (institutional, environmental, relational, social, academic, 

instructional) which have been the most influential in helping you complete the program? 
 
4. What influence did classroom techniques or activities have on your completion of the 

program? 
 
5. What influence did field laboratory experiences have on your completion of the program? 
 
6. How do you feel the program design contributed to your completion of the program? 
 
7. Discuss some specific out-of-class activities that stand out from your educational 

experience. 
 
8. How did the social aspect of your college experience influence your success in the 

program? 
 
9. Do you believe participating as a cohort influenced your success in the program? If so, 

how? 
 

10. What personal influences, (peer, faculty, staff, administration) if any, do you feel 
contributed to your successful completion of the program? 

 
11. What one factor do you perceive had the greatest impact on your successful completion 

of the program? 
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APPENDIX D 

Faculty Interview Guide 

 

The following is a list of the types of potential questions which will be asked of the program 
faculty member.  As the researcher learns more about what is important to the interviewee, the 
list of questions may shift to accommodate those subject areas. 

 

1. Describe the typical week in your role as program instructor. 
 
2. What activities, techniques, and/or strategies do you regularly employ in the classroom? 
 
3. What are the most important elements of the classroom and field laboratory environments 

in which you teach and how do they contribute to student retention? 
 
4. What specific features of the program impact the retention success of the program? 
 
5. Why do you think the program has such a high retention and graduation rate? 
 
6. How do you promote retention and degree completion? 
 
7. How do you perceive your role in the retention of current students? 
 
8. How do you integrate (academically and socially) new students into the institution? 
 
9. To what degree do you believe that out-of-class activities influence student retention? 
 

10. Do you believe participating as a cohort influences student persistence in the program? If 
so, how? 

 
11. How do you feel the program design is contributing to high student persistence in the 

program? 
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APPENDIX E 

Program Advisory Committee Interview Guide 

 

The following is a list of the types of potential questions which will be asked of program 
advisory committee members during the focus group session.  As the researcher learns more 
about what is important to the interviewees, the list of questions may shift to accommodate those 
subject areas. 

  

1. Describe the factors which influenced your decision to participate as a program advisory 

committee member. 

2. Describe the program advisory committee’s collective role in the program. 

3. What activities, techniques, and/or strategies have you observed in the classroom and 

field laboratory that you feel contribute to student retention? 

4. How do you believe the program design is contributing to high student persistence in the 

program? 

5. Do you believe the students participating in a cohort influences student persistence in the 

program? If so, how? 

6. What specific features of the program impact the retention success of the program? 

7. Why do you think the program has such a high retention and graduation rate? 

8. What contributions does this group provide in the area of student retention? 
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APPENDIX F 

 
CONSENT FORM 

 
IRB APPROVED ON: 12/09/2009  EXPIRES ON: 12/08/2010  
IRB PROTOCOL # 2009-10-0135  
 
Title: Retention and Student Success: A Case Study of the  

Factors Influencing Student Retention in a Rural  
Community College Vocational Education Program  
 
 

Conducted By: John D. Corum  
Of The University of Texas at Austin: Dept. of Educational Administration/Community 
College Leadership Program  Telephone: (512) 471-7545  
 
 
Participants include seven current students, nine program graduates, one faculty member and up 
to ten program advisory committee members.  
 
You are being asked to participate in a research study. This form provides you with information 
about the study. The person in charge of this research will also describe this study to you and 
answer all of your questions. Please read the information below and ask any questions you might 
have before deciding whether or not to take part. Your participation is entirely voluntary. You can 
refuse to participate without penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. You 
can stop your participation at any time and your refusal will not impact current or future 
relationships with UT Austin or participating sites. To do so simply tell the researcher you wish to 
stop participation. The researcher will provide you with a copy of this consent for your records.  
 
The purpose of this study is to examine the influences on student retention in a rural community 
college vocational education program which has a record of high retention and graduation rates. 
The study will include interviews, a focus group, and classroom observations.  
 
If you agree to be in this study, we will ask you to do the following 
things:  

• Complete a Student Personal Background/Demographic 
Sheet  
• Participate in an interview or focus group  
 

Total estimated time to participate in study is approximately 30 minutes for interviews or one 
hour for focus group.  
 
Risks/Benefits:  

• The risk associated with this study is no greater than everyday life.    
• There are no benefits for participation in this study.  
 

Compensation:  
• There is no compensation for participation in this study.  
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CONSENT FORM  - Continued 
 
 
Confidentiality and Privacy Protections:  

 
• Data collected during the study, including interview transcription, field notes, 
observations, and analytic memos, will be stored in a location accessible only to the 
researcher.  
 
• The identities of current students, program graduates, faculty member, and advisory 
committee members will be kept confidential and pseudonyms will be used throughout the 
research document.  
 
• All transcribed interviews, field notes, and analytic memos will be destroyed following 
successful completion of the research project.  

 
This study will include an audio digital recording:  

 
a) Interviews and focus group will be audio recorded.  
b)  Digital audio files will be coded so that no personally identifying information is visible.  
c) Digital audio files will be kept in a secure place (personal computer).  
d)  Digital audio files will be heard or viewed only for research purposes by the 

investigator. 
e)  Digital audio files will be erased after they are transcribed or coded.  

 
The records of this study will be stored securely and kept confidential. Authorized persons from 
The University of Texas at Austin and members of the Institutional Review Board have the legal 
right to review your research records and will protect the confidentiality of those records to the extent 
permitted by law. All publications will exclude any information that will make it possible to 
identify you as a subject.  Throughout the study, the researchers will notify you of new information 
that may become available and that might affect your decision to remain in the study.  
 
Contacts and Questions:  
 
If you have any questions about the study please ask now. If you have questions later, want additional  
information, or wish to withdraw your participation call the researchers conducting the study. Their names, 
phone numbers, and e-mail addresses are at the top of this page.  
 
If you would like to obtain information about the research study, have questions, concerns, complaints or wish to 
discuss problems about a research study with someone unaffiliated with the study, please contact  
the IRB Office at (512) 471-8871 or Jody Jensen, Ph.D., Chair, The University of Texas at Austin Institutional 
Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects at (512) 232-2685. Anonymity, if  
desired, will be protected to the extent possible. As an alternative method of contact, an email may be sent  
to orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu or a letter sent to IRB Administrator, P.O. Box 7426, Mail Code A 3200, Austin, TX 
78713.  
 
You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records.  
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CONSENT FORM  - Continued 
 

 
 
IRB APPROVED ON: 12/09/2009  EXPIRES ON: 12/08/2010  
IRB PROTOCOL # 2009-10-0135  
 
 
 
 
Statement of Consent:  
 
I have read the above information and have sufficient information to make a decision about 
participating in this study. I consent to participate in the study.  
 
 
Signature:         Date:   
 
 
        Date:  
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent    
 
 
Signature of Investigator:      Date:  
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APPENDIX G 
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Current 
Students 

Age Marital 
Status 

1st 
Generation 

College 
Student 

Parents’ Education Level Employed During 
Enrollment & 

hrs/wk  

Ethnicity High School 
GPA 

Financial Aid 

1 18 Single Yes Mother - H.S. Diploma 
Father – H.S. Diploma 

No White 2.0 Yes 

2 23 Single No Mother – Bach. Deg. 
Father - Bach. Deg. 

Yes – 15 White 3.0 Yes 

3 42 Married No Mother – Bach. Deg. 
Father – Ph.D. 

Yes – 30  White 4.0 No 

4 19 Single No Mother – Bach. Deg. 
Father - Bach. Deg. 

Yes – 15 White 3.0 Yes 

5 23 Single Yes Mother - H.S. Diploma 
Father – No Data 

No White 3.85 Yes 

6 20 Single No Mother – Bach. Deg. 
Father – H.S. Diploma 

No White 3.4 Yes 

7 25 Single No Mother – Bach. Deg. 
Father – No Data 

Yes – 5 White 2.5 Yes 

 Mean 
24.28 

   Mean 
16.25 

 Mean 
3.11 

 

 
 

APPENDIX H 

Current Students Demographic Data 
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Program 
Graduates 

Age Marital 
Status 

1st 
Generation 

College 
Student 

Parents’ Education 
Level 

Employed 
During 

Enrollment & 
hrs/wk  

Ethnicity High 
School 
GPA 

Financial 
Aid 

Currently 
Working in 

Electric 
Utility 

Industry 
1 18 Single No Mother – HS dropout, 

Father – Bach. Deg. 
Yes – 20 Caucasian 3.0 No Yes 

2 18 Single Yes Mother – HS Diploma 
Father – HS Diploma 

No Caucasian 3.2 Yes Yes 

3 18 Single No Mother – Bach. Deg. 
Father – Bach. Deg. 

Yes – 20 Caucasian 3.4 Yes Yes 

4 18 Single No Mother – Bach. Deg. 
    Father – Bach. Deg. 

Yes – 17.5 Caucasian 3.8 Yes Yes 

5 21 Single Yes Mother – HS Diploma 
Father – No Data 

Yes – 30 Caucasian 3.0 Yes Yes 

6 22 Single No Mother – Assoc. Deg. 
Father – Assoc. Deg. 

Yes – 25 Caucasian 3.0 Yes Yes 

7 22 Single No Mother – No Data 
Father – Bach. Deg. 

Yes – 40 Caucasian 2.8 Yes Yes 

8 42 Married Yes Mother – GED 
Father – No Data 

Yes – 40 African-American 2.9 Yes Yes 

9 43 Married Yes Mother - 3rd Grade  
Father – 3rd Grade 

Yes – 6 Mexican-American 3.59 Yes Yes 

 Mean  
24.67 

   Mean 
24.81 

 Mean 
3.19 

  

 
 

APPENDIX I 

Program Graduates Demographic Data 
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