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CCC2NAU a Degree Closer: Program Description
Strategy and Target Population
Improving college readiness and degree completion has been identified as an unresolved problem in higher education (ACT, 2010; Strong America Schools Report, 2008; U.S. Department of Education, 2001) and a goal of the Obama administration (Restore America’s Leadership, 2011). A particular area of poor performance is the successful transition of community college students to universities to complete a four year degree (ACT, 2010; Dougherty, 1992; U.S. Department of Education, 2001).  A longitudinal study of transfer students showed that while 71% of community college students indicated a desire to complete a four year degree, only 11% ended up pursuing a major and taking courses toward a baccalaureate degree (U.S. Department of Education, 2001).  Arizona is particularly at risk in terms of producing university graduates with only 1 in 8 current ninth-graders earning a four-year degree, one of the lowest rates in the nation (U.S. Census, 2010). Even though Arizona has been a pioneer in developing a nationally known state articulation model that includes a common general education core, course and exam equivalency guides, a shared numbering system, and articulation agreements, Arizona community college students continue to struggle with low transition rates to Arizona universities.
Coconino Community College (CCC) is a small rural community college located in close proximity to Northern Arizona University (NAU) in Flagstaff, Arizona.  Neighboring NAU is one of Arizona’s three, four-year universities, and even though CCC and NAU are located just a half mile from each other in the small northern mountain town of Flagstaff, the distance for transfer students seemed much further. A traditional transfer culture model did not facilitate a seamless transition from an associate to a baccalaureate degree.  In 2008 the presidents of CCC and NAU conceived an innovative transition partnership to increase student retention and degree completion for both CCC and NAU students, known as the CCC2NAU program. The CCC2NAU program was developed to improve transition and success of CCC students who set a goal of earning a four year degree by transitioning to NAU.  CCC students who had not previously attended NAU or earned a Bachelor’s degree were eligible for the program, and the participating students gained admission to both institutions and resources at both. 
Implementation
A signed memorandum of agreement between CCC and NAU presidents provided the policy and process agreements through which CCC and NAU could collaborate to improve student transitions and degree completion. CCC2NAU has met student needs through a variety of interactions to increase student knowledge, preparation and benefits of university transition.  Students are eager to earn a baccalaureate degree while first taking advantage of smaller class sizes, more personalized instruction, and lower tuition at the community college.  Key program features introduced and encouraged students to feel connected to the university community at the start of their academic career at the community college.  Tailored advisement by NAU staff housed onsite at the CCC campus provides students with customized associate degree plans that match requirements for any of NAU’s 87 bachelor’s degrees offered at the Flagstaff NAU campus and 45 degrees offered online.   One of the hallmarks of the program is that from the start, participants feel a connection to both institutions.  There is a clear pipeline and trajectory where they begin their academic career in a community college environment and end with a baccalaureate degree in a university environment.  As the program grew, challenges resulted in adjustments that included hiring two additional advisors, requiring mandatory orientation and advising, efficient sharing of student information between institutions, reverse transfer of credits from NAU to CCC, and most recently, residential housing opportunities at NAU.

Key program features that have contributed to program success include:

1) One-on-one advising from NAU advisors housed at the CCC campus allows for tailored degree plans and knowledge as to how an associate’s degree articulates with an intended university major.
2) Participants feel a connection early on with NAU and are given free access to NAU clubs and organizations, a waived application fee, free access to athletic events, and the option to join campus recreation services, live on campus, or purchase a meal plan.
3) When ready to transition to NAU, students benefit from a comprehensive individualized transition program that eases admission, advising, and registration hurdles.
4) Financial incentives include a $4,000 NAU scholarship for associate degree graduates with a 3.5 GPA or higher, and a new joint President’s annual scholarship that awards one student with free tuition at both institutions for four years.
The colleges jointly established eligibility requirements and support services for participating students and 12 students responded to the initial invitation to join the program. Since then, demand for this bridge program has been explosive.  Four years later, there are 623 students active in the program and 165 have transitioned to NAU (transitioned students have been admitted to NAU with a declared major and are taking courses towards their major).  It soon became clear that effective advising was key to student success and transition and that additional advising support was needed at both CCC and NAU. An additional CCC2NAU advisor was hired part-time, and later increased to full-time with the addition of another part-time advisor.  
The biggest challenge was information sharing between the institutions so that student information and progress could be tracked effectively. The two institutions developed a level of trust and sharing that included opening the CCC student information system to the CCC2NAU advisors, creation of a shared database that allowed all advising contact at either institution to be recorded in a single place for access and review,  consortium agreements to share financial aid for dual enrolled students, and development of a reverse transfer process that would allow transitioned students to reverse transfer credits back to CCC to complete Arizona General Education Curriculum (AGEC) certificates and two year associate degrees.  As shared databases, shared advising communication platforms, and reverse transfer policies and procedures were put in place, the success of the program grew.  
This became the most significant institutional factor, creating a level of communication and willingness to collaborate that had not previously existed between the two institutions.  With this trust and collaboration, NAU advisors are able to function within the CCC environment as “insiders” rather than “outsiders”.  CCC staff and faculty are familiar with CCC2NAU and actively refer students. The NAU advisors can effectively advise students for transition because they have knowledge of and access to CCC and NAU student, course, and program information, which allows them to create accurate degree plans for the students. The most significant factor for the participating students is the confidence they gain from the effective advising created from the collaborative relationship.  First, they are encouraged to consider a four-year degree knowing they will have help.  The guesswork is taken out of which courses to take, what paperwork to complete and when, and who to talk to at NAU. The students are comfortable with the process and idea of transferring to a four university to complete a baccalaureate because they don’t expect uncomfortable surprises or barriers.
Results
The goals of the CCC2NAU program included increasing: (1) the number of CCC students who qualified for admittance to NAU; (2) the number of CCC students who completed a CCC credential; (3) the number of CCC students who successfully transitioned to NAU; and (4) the number of transitioned NAU students who retained and completed degrees. 
From fall 2008 to fall 2011 student participation has grown 5,000%, from 12 students to 623 students, with 165 successfully transitioned students.  Between fall 2009 and fall 2011, CCC2NAU participants have experienced an average 94% success rate from their first term to their second term, compared to an 82% first term to second term retention rate for all other CCC transfer students who would have been eligible for the program. One year retention rates during this same time period showed CCC2NAU participants with 87.7% retention verses 72.6% for other eligible CCC students; and two year retention rates of 91.5% for CCC2NAU students compared to 66.45% for CCC non participants.  Because the program is in its infancy with 2008-2009 largely devoted to the development of the program, we have only a two year data trend.  Below is the two year retention and graduation data for the fall 2009 CCC2NAU cohort.

	
	2 Year Retention 
	+/- % points
	2 Year Graduation
	+/- % points

	CCC2NAU
	89%
	
	39%
	

	Non-Participating CCC Transfer 
	66%
	-23% 
	32%
	-7% 

	All NAU Transfer 
	69%
	-20% 
	28%
	-11% 


A snapshot comparison of a sample of 74 CCC transfer students who did not participate in the CCC2NAU program to 74 who did participate in Spring 2011, showed CCC2NAU students had .05 higher cumulative GPA at CCC, and a .36 higher cumulative GPA at NAU (2.72 compared to 3.08). Degree completion in this sample was 61% for CCC2NAU participants compared to 53% for non-participants; only six of the CCC2NAU participants were put on academic probation at NAU compared to 11 of the non-participants; and 6 CCC2NAU participants in this sample were slated for graduation with a baccalaureate compared to three from the non-participant sample.  
Existing institutional resources were used to plan and implement the CCC2NAU program, as the program was intended to be sustained without outside funding from the onset. CCC provided fully equipped office space for the CCC2NAU advisors, technical support, supplies, participation and training in process and meetings, and access to CCC student records through CCC’s student information system, just as they would for a CCC advisor.  NAU paid the salary and benefits of the CCC2NAU advisors and regular advisors at NAU departments were designated to take the advising responsibility for transitioned students.  Marketing costs were shared by both institutions, and both institutions provide scholarships dedicated to CCC2NAU participants from institutional and foundation funds. 
Other institutions have inquired about details of the program, and the CCC2NAU program was featured as an innovative program at the White House Summit on Community Colleges in April 2011, following a request from Dr. Jill Biden.  The initial model with CCC has now led to the program being replicated with 18 other community colleges throughout Arizona. While close geographical proximity may not exist between every community college and a university, the gap can be bridged by putting aside the idea of competition and replacing it with the paradigm of collaboration.  Many students are attracted to CCC for the sole purpose of enrolling in the CCC2NAU program.  Students who might have enrolled directly at NAU and struggled, can begin at CCC and experience a smooth transition and higher success at both institutions.  Most recently, CCC2NAU is attracting first time freshmen from other states who want to take advantage of the new feature to live on NAU’s campus while taking classes at CCC.  It’s a win-win-win for CCC, NAU, and the students who are seeing higher student success rates and degree attainment.  
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