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Abstract 

 

Addressing Student Equity in California’s Community College System 

 

 

By 

Mayra Diaz 

Master of Public Administration in Public Sector Management and Leadership 

    

College completion gaps have been steadily rising with minority students in higher education. The 

California Community College system is largely comprised of a disproportionately disadvantaged 

student population. The Student Success Act was an attempt by the state legislature to address the 

inequities facing racially minoritized students in community colleges. As the state of California’s 

diverse population continues to increase, the need to address these issues are apparent. 

Disproportionately impacted students are the central focus in this study to assess the impact that 

the Student Equity Policy is having at the institutional level. A mixed methodology is applied to 

survey students, faculty, staff and administrators on the effectiveness of the Student Success 

Program to generate future policy recommendations. 



 1 

Section 1: Introduction 

Student equity in higher education is an area of concern and that is steadily seen 

throughout educational policies. Education policies are continuously attempting to increase the 

attainment and persistence rates amongst students from lower performing groups. Since the 

restrictions placed on affirmative action policies during the 1990s, the country continues to work 

on ways to address student equity to support students from these underrepresented groups 

(Gandara, Orfield, & Horn, 2006, p. 4). The problem that we see today is contingent upon the 

increasing gap in college completion rates amongst students that are historically categorized as 

lower performing underrepresented groups.  The perception that progress is being driven in 

comparison to the previous 40 years with the increase in college attendance rates for Blacks and 

Hispanics may presume to portray an improvement in equal educational attainment (Gandara et 

al., 2016, p. 144). However, the achievement gaps between African Americans and Hispanics in 

comparison to their White counterparts continues to widen substantially (Gandara et al., 2016, p. 

144).  This study will further explore the following research question: Can implementation of a 

Student Equity Plan such as the Student Success Program increase the success rates of 

underrepresented groups of students in California Community Colleges? The research that is 

being conducted in this study will evaluate the effectiveness of a Student Equity Plan. The results 

will determine if the intended outcomes to increase completion rates for disproportionately 

impacted groups of community college students are in fact being produced. 

The California Community College (CCC) system is one of the largest across the nation 

serving approximately 2.1 million students and is composed of a largely diverse student body 

(Vision for Success, n.d., p. 7). Despite the access that underrepresented groups have with 

educational attainment through the CCC system, there continues to be a serious persistence in the 
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widening of achievement gaps and decrease in college completion rates (Vision for Success, n.d., 

p. 12). The increasing gaps demonstrate to primarily impact underrepresented groups of students.  

According to Felix and Castro (2018), community colleges have enrolled a larger percentage of 

low-income, first-generation, and racially minoritized students. In an attempt to address the 

issue, the CCC system implemented legislation known as the Student Success Act of 2012 as an 

effort to eliminate the equity gaps (Student Equity Fact Sheet, 2017). The 2017 Vision for 

Success was integrated as a statewide effort to serve as the driving force that would guide the 

new Student Equity Initiative. The California Community College Chancellor’s Office 

established new goals that focused on eliminating the statewide achievement gaps, increasing 

transfer student rates by up to 35%, and increasing the total number in degree/certificate 

attainment by up to 20% (State of the System Report, 2019, p.4). This study will explore the 

efforts and challenges that the equity initiative has since prompted.  

Purpose of the Study 

As the achievement gap continues to persist, the CCC system is focused on addressing 

these persistence rates with the help of state legislated mandates. Data has revealed that these 

underperforming groups continue to struggle. A study revealed that the completion rates for 

African American (36%) and Hispanic (41%) students were lower compared to White (54%) and 

Asian (65%) students (Vision for Success, n.d., p. 12). The passage of the Student Success Act of 

2012 (SB 1456) is an attempt by the California State Legislature to address educational equity 

(Student Equity Fact Sheet, 2017). In addition, SB 860 of 2014 further outlined a planning 

criterion that included $70 million in funding (Student Equity Fact Sheet, 2017). These measures 

guided California community colleges to begin the institutional planning to address student 

equity and increase success rates at a local level. Success would be defined by (1) access, (2) 
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course completion, (3) ESL and basic skills completion, (4) degree and certificate completion, 

and (5) transfer rates (Student Equity Plan Funding, 2014). Therefore, colleges would be charged 

with measuring the access and completion rates of disproportionately impacted groups of 

students in those key five areas to determine success outcomes. Colleges were required to design 

a Student Equity Plan that focused on developing “specific goals/outcomes and actions to 

address disparities” (Student Equity Fact Sheet, 2017). These community colleges were provided 

with guidelines to target serving underrepresented groups of students. In addition, they were 

required to identify these specified efforts in their Student Equity Plans. According to Felix and 

Castro (2018), “The reform effort formalized a campus-wide planning effort that required 

institutions to examine their data for disparities...” (p. 1). Consequently, implementation of the 

Student Equity Plan in California community colleges has since been a statewide attempt to 

address student inequities while utilizing a race-consciousness effort (Felix & Castro, 2018).  

The purpose of this study is to assess the effectiveness of the Student Equity Plan since 

its implementation. Moreover, this study will explore an institutional Student Equity Plan that 

has been adopted in a local community college and assess the current success rates it has 

produced based on its unique practices. As was previously mentioned, adoption of the Student 

Equity Plan is still fairly recent that there lies a need to explore how statewide policies that 

encompass race-consciousness practices can affect success rates for underrepresented groups in 

community colleges. As millions of dollars are allocated into funding this statewide policy, it is 

therefore necessary to assess the results generated and uncover best practices that can guide 

future statewide and national policy. Consequently, the results generated from this report can 

help gain support from legislators to continue to fund the Student Success Act.  Maintaining 

efforts to secure funding for the Student Success Act is vital in order to continue increasing the 
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success rates of underrepresented students. Policy makers and educational leaders will also 

benefit from the findings concluded in this report which can help drive strategic planning and 

decision making at the local and statewide levels.  

Defining Equity in Higher Education 

 Understanding the significance of equity and how such a policy can attempt to produce 

substantial results is essential in the elimination of barriers within higher education. According to 

the Academic Senate for California Community Colleges, “In 1992, the Board of Governors of 

the California Community Colleges adopted a Student Equity Policy to ensure that groups 

historically underrepresented in higher education have an equitable opportunity for first access 

and then success” (Student Equity: From Dialogue and Access to Action,  2010, p. 8). This study 

will explore equity and the intended policies to impact underrepresented groups. Equity is 

defined as outcomes that are equally achieved amongst all while considering race, ethnicity, 

socioeconomic status, gender, language, family background, along with other variables 

(Covarrubias, 2018, p. 14). According to Ching, Felix, Castro, & Trinidad (2018), the Student 

Equity Plan (SEP) is a strategy implemented by the Chancellor’s office as an approach to address 

equity concerns.  Along with this process, institutions are required to create a formalized SEP to 

disclose how they will address the institutional inequities and close the achievement gaps (Ching, 

Felix, Castro, & Trinidad, 2018, p. 5). By utilizing the lens of an equity minded approach, 

implementation of the SEP enables the consideration of race to address racial equity (Ching et 

al., 2018, p. 5). The underrepresented groups that this study will primarily focus on includes 

African American and Hispanic students. The SEP defines disproportionately impacted groups of 

students as current or former foster youth, students with disabilities, low-income, veterans, and 

ethnically and racially identified groups of students (Student Equity Fact Sheet, 2017). Lastly, 
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racially minoritized students will also be referenced throughout this study and are defined as 

students that come from low-income, first generation backgrounds (Ching et al., 2018, p. 2). 

Significance of the Investigation 

 

The significance that this investigation produces will serve as an effort to guide current 

and future educational policies that attempt to address student equity. Additionally, this report 

will support the need to incorporate race-conscious based policies to achieve significant results. 

In a state as large as California, implementation of equity mindedness policies will prove to be 

most effective in closing the achievement gaps which can influence policy in other states facing 

similar issues. In addition to guiding policy, securing financial support to continue the work of 

the Student Equity Plan will be necessary. The initial funding to drive the Student Equity Plan 

was $70 million (Student Equity Fact Sheet, 2017). Continued support and funding will be 

essential in order to see the results that the policy can produce, while eliminating funding can 

have a statewide implication. As Gandara and Orfield (2006) explain, “failure to close the 

education gap… will result in a large share of future (and larger) cohorts being unprepared to 

compete in a labor market that increasingly requires at least some postsecondary education” (p. 

7). The research gap in this study is found to be the lack of data available that assesses the 

effectiveness of the equity policy and the institutional equity practices This study uncovers the 

need for more exploration and data to assess how successful the Student Equity Plan has been 

since its implementation. Exploration of institutional practices used to increase student success 

rates is also needed to understand how identified policy measures may potentially serve to close 

the achievement gaps.  
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Section 2: Literature Review  

Introduction 

The United States had officially recognized its lagging place in education after the Soviet 

launch of the satellite Sputnik (Crookston, Hooks, 2012, p. 351). This prompted the United 

States to evaluate its current education system and strategize a plan to produce a competitive and 

educated workforce. Research has referred to higher educational attainment as a political and 

sacred civic pursuit that produces societal and economic benefits (Allen et al., 2018, p. 43). 

Given the benefits derived from an educated society, the value of having access to community 

colleges prompted the expansion to afford Americans with the opportunity towards higher 

educational attainment. In an effort to make higher education more attainable during the early 

twentieth century, expansion efforts quickly went underway to reach rural communities by 

providing vocational training as enrollment numbers multiplied and the need to retrain the 

workforce became apparent (Crookston, Hooks, 2012, p. 352). Community colleges are 2-year 

public institutions that enroll millions of students throughout the United States with origins 

dating back to the 1900s (Morest, 2013, p. 319). They offer low tuition rates, are commonly 

found to be closer to home offering an occupational and liberal arts curriculum and they typically 

tend to enroll the largest proportion of under-prepared students (Morest, 2013, p. 319). 

Community colleges provide students the opportunity to attain a higher education or vocational 

training that can enhance upward mobility. Kurlaender, et al. (2016) defined “the role of 

community colleges as a vehicle in human capital production” (p. 177). These unique 

community colleges are held accountable to ensure they produce results as they are the catalyst 

that drives economic development (Crookston, Hooks, 2012, p. 352).  
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Higher Education in the United States  

 Access to the nation’s higher educational institutions was not always equal. Even after 

the endorsement of the federal Higher Education Act of 1965, educational attainment in this 

country differs considerably upon the demographic and geographic characteristics of students 

(McLendon & Perna, 2014, p. 7).  Dating back to the Supreme Court decision of Brown v. Board 

of Education (1954), this legal decision established a more equitable education system by ruling 

that racially isolated schools were considered “inherently unequal” (Jordan, Brown, & Gutierrez, 

2010, p. 143).The Brown decision was intended to remove discriminatory barriers and provide 

students with equitable access to educational institutions. According to Jordan et al. (2010), “put 

simply, school desegregation was an affirmative action policy assuring some Black and Latino 

students access to schools that previous generations could not attend (p. 144). Despite the 

progress that was brought forth by Brown, substantial efforts still remain to establish what is 

considered to be a fair and equitable educational system that provides opportunities despite one’s 

race, ethnicity, or class (Jordan et al., 2010, p. 144). Researchers noted that during those times, 

racial and ethnic minorities were kept from pursuing higher education as a direct result of the 

discriminatory laws and present attitudes (Brock, 2010, p. 111). In the 1960s, passage of the 

Civil Rights Act became the initial step towards banning racial discrimination in workplaces and 

within education (Brock, 2010, p. 111). Affirmative action policies attempted to provide 

equitable opportunities for students. Lawsuits ultimately followed to question the legality of 

measures enacted by colleges and universities that emphasized race-based practices as part of 

their admissions practices. 

 It is important to understand the limitations that higher education institutions face as they 

attempt to implement equitable policies. Historically, affirmative action practices enacted by 
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colleges and universities led them to face legal suits that questioned the way they handled 

admission practices. Garces (2015) study revealed the following:  

For over 30 years, public universities and colleges have understood that they can use race 

as one factor in admissions decisions to promote the well-documented educational benefits 

of a diverse student body, provided they do so under limited circumstances and with a 

method that is not a disguised quota (p. 442).  

Since the implementation of affirmative action policies in the 1960s, the concept of considering 

race as a factor for college admissions was recognized.  The Supreme Court interpreted the U.S. 

Constitution to consider “race-conscious” practices under limited circumstances (Garces, 2015, 

p. 443). However, this led colleges and universities to focus on forming institutional racial equity 

through the creation of policies (Moore, 2018, p. 56). As universities focused on creating policies 

to promote equity by creating a diverse body of students, lawsuits followed that ultimately led to 

the historical Supreme Court statues. Landmark cases such as the Regents of the University of 

California v. Bakke and Gratz v. Bollinger, led the way in eliminating the use of race-conscious 

practices (Allen, McLewis, Jones, Harris, 2018, p. 44). State policies such as California’s 

Proposition 209 implemented in 1996, followed by placing a halt on state practices utilizing data 

collection on race, ethnicity, or national origin (Moore, 2018, p. 58). Thus, today’s colleges and 

universities are experiencing an increasing disparity in enrollment and completion rates based on 

student demographics. The following section will further explore these challenges along with 

what researchers are uncovering relative to the impact that the achievement gaps are having on 

underrepresented groups. More often, these students are enrolling in community colleges and the 

demographics depict the college completion gaps. Thus, it is important to recognize the 
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emergence and the role that community colleges have had in this nation as they are the pivotal 

focus in this study.  

Equity Barriers in the California Community College System  

 The 1960 Master Plan for Higher Education was enacted to structure higher educational 

institutions in California and provide access to public higher education for any student seeking 

higher education (Covarrubias, 2018, p. 17). The Master Plan outlined the role that California 

community colleges would have in serving its student population. However, the Master Plan had 

failed to address the needs of underrepresented and disproportionately impacted groups of 

student demographics that would become the majority of its student population (Griffith, 2017, 

p. 2).  Researchers have argued for the need to modify the plan that no longer seems to serve the 

demographics of the increasingly diverse student population. The Master Plan primarily focused 

on access and did not have a great emphasis on completion which has been the growing issue in 

present times (Burdman, 2009, p. 33). This issue specifically affects community colleges as the 

completion rates for minoritized students lag behind White and Asian students. The Master Plan 

was seen as a designation of services for students that would “not waste tax-payer dollars” with 

their under preparedness for college (Griffith, 2017, p. 29).Reform efforts to change the way the 

California Community College system serves its diverse student population has been seen in 

recent efforts and is addressed throughout this study. 

The CCC system is one of the largest public higher education systems in the nation where 

approximately two-thirds of California college students are attending a community college 

(Kurlaender, Carrell, Jackson, 2016, p. 176). It is evident that community colleges play an 

important role in educating and training the workforce. The CCC system is made up of 114 

colleges where 42 percent of its student population in 2016 was composed of first-generation 
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college students (Vision for Success, n.d., p. 7-8).  A growing challenge facing CCC’s has been 

the increasingly diverse student population that is significantly different from the student 

demographics of the 1960s (Burdman, 2009, p. 32).  Despite the mission that community 

colleges promote to provide an open access and equitable education for all students, the CCC is 

the topic of discussion in this research as the majority of its student population lag in completion 

rates. An attributing factor to this issue is related to the demographic of the student population. 

According to research, due to the flexibility and “open door” policy of community colleges, the 

student population is largely composed of nontraditional, high risk, racial and ethnic minority 

and immigrant students (Morest, 2013, p. 321).  The disproportionate groups of students enrolled 

in community colleges include female, black, Hispanic, and nontraditional students (Brock, 

2010, p.114). Goldrick-Rab (2010) argues that completion rates are associated with 

socioeconomic advantage (p. 438).  

Critics view community colleges as the enforcers of “continued dependency, unrealistic 

aspirations, and wasted general education” (Goldrick-Rab, 2010, p. 438). As the issue continues 

to emerge, the increasing number of college dropouts can lead to a greater impact on the 

economy of the United States and its competitive position against other countries. Research has 

unveiled that approximately 60% of community colleges in this nation are concentrated in high 

minority states including California, Texas, and Arizona (Morest, 2013, p. 321). O’Connor’s 

(2009) research design on social economic status (SES) questioned the relationship among 

parental SES, ethnicity, and college enrollment (p. 128). The study revealed that despite having a 

higher SES amongst Whites, Blacks, and Hispanic ethnic groups, Hispanics were still found to 

be at a higher disadvantage in college completion rates due to the lack in educational 

preparedness along with a lack of access to information (O’Connor, 2009, p. 138). Moreover, a 
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study conducted by Goldrick-Rab (2010) determined that national data disclosed that students 

who came from the bottommost socioeconomic brackets are disproportionately likelier to 

participate in discontinuities of mobility enrollment patterns making them a higher risk to drop 

out of community college (p. 454). Community colleges continue to face challenges with 

retaining its disproportionately disadvantaged student population. In order to address these 

inequalities, state policy support and funding is necessary to carry out the proposed measures to 

impact the current mobility patterns. Nonetheless, community colleges have been viewed as the 

“poor stepchildren” of the American Higher Educational system as they are less funded in 

comparison to four-year institutions (Handel, 2007, p. 39). 

Economic and Financial Implications 

 Being ranked as the fifth-largest economy in the world, the state of California will be 

centered as the main focus in this research (Thomas, 2018).  It is important to note that the 

financial economy of a state largely depends on the educated workforce it produces. Research 

conducted by Perna, Klein, and McLendon (2014) declared that, “State policy-makers bear the 

primary responsibility for implementing policies that enable colleges and universities to raise 

their state’s higher education attainment” (p. 210). College completion gaps can thus become an 

issue for states when there is not enough college graduates or trained individuals to replace the 

positions of the outgoing retiring workforce. Barr and Turner (2013) emphasized that during the 

2007 thru 2010 Great Recession, higher education enrollment increased in the United States from 

18.2 to 21 million (p. 168).When a state as large as California is primarily composed of a diverse 

minority population, consequently, a priority shift emerges in order to address the rising 

persistence gaps.  
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Research has proclaimed that the United States will not be able to sustain the educational 

attainment levels necessary for labor force readiness or remain competitive internationally if it 

does not focus on closing the achievement gaps (Perna, et al., 2014 p. 210). One of the majority 

minority populations in California is the Hispanic population. The dilemma that the state finds 

itself in is relative to this racial/ethnic group’s low level of educational readiness and attainment 

(Perna, et al., 2014 p. 210). Thus, this factor contributes to the college persistence and 

completion issues that the CCC system is facing today. Investing in the public can produce 

extensive benefits. Benefits of a college graduate include better job opportunities, increased 

lifetime earnings, better health, and civic engagement (Brock, 2010, p. 110).  However, 

researchers argue that community colleges produce labor-market and social drawbacks as they 

are rechanneling the working-class and minority students into community college where they are 

less likely to attain a bachelor’s degree (O’Connor, 2009, p. 122). Additional research states that 

students are 11 to 19 percent less likely to earn a degree if they attend a community college 

(Handel, 2007). 

Student Equity Initiative 

 In 2012, Governor Brown signed the Student Success Act in California which generated 

greater transparency and accountability on student success within California community colleges 

(Kurlaender, Carrell, Jackson, 2016, p. 177). Passage of this law included tracking success, 

persistence and completion rates through the Student Success Scorecard (Kurlaender, et al., 2016 

p. 177). Adoption of an equity scorecard can produce various benefits for state and institutional 

tracking purposes. Research has identified the benefits which include the ability to develop 

evidence-based mindfulness of race-based inequities while it can also serve as an effective 

institutional learning and change intervention strategy (Harris III & Bensimon, 2007, p.79, 83). 
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By undertaking a distinctive approach to identifying the challenges facing ethnically minoritized 

students, institutions are better able to serve students and increase success rates through this 

process. 

According to Stewart (2013), research findings have reflected a cultural deficit approach 

when making comparisons amongst racial or ethnic groups as they tend to depict white students 

as typically having successful and college prepared norm and ideal characteristics (p. 184). The 

comparison of racial and ethnic groups amongst white students creates an inequitable disparity 

by characterizing white students as normative and optimal (Stewart, 2013, p. 184). The cultural 

deficit approach generates a research gap underlining the need to utilize color consciousness and 

race-based practices in order to identify and implement successful measures that directly impact 

minoritized students by understanding their individual characteristics and barriers. Harris III and 

Bensimon’s (2007) research supports the use of an Equity Scorecard as it offers the institution 

the means and framework to cultivate color-consciousness that enables them to respond to race-

based inequalities relative to student outcomes (p. 83). Thus, the research outcomes suggest that 

ethnically minoritized students thrive in environments that offer forms of supportive 

relationships such as role models, mentors, a sense of community, ties to professors, and 

encouragement (Crisp, Taggart, Nora, 2015, p. 259).These research findings have driven the 

framework that community college institutions implement as they continue to enforce the 

Student Equity Plan.  

Student Success Act 

 The first student equity policy that the California Community Colleges (CCC) established 

took place in 1992 that eventually lead to a series of policies that were positioned to address 

student equity (Student Equity Fact Sheet, 2017).These set of policies that were implemented 
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over the years attempted to reform efforts to provide an equitable access to higher education. The 

effect of the 2007 economic recession had initiated the Student Success Task Force under 

Governor Schwarzenegger to focus on reconfiguring the mission of the community college 

system (Grigorieff, 2016, p. 144). This led to the passage of the Student Success Act of 2012 and 

the implementation of the Student Equity Policy (Student Equity Fact Sheet, 2017). Under the 

Student Equity Policy (SEP), planning guidelines included the expansion of 14 distinct target 

groups in addition to students of color, female, and disabled students already being addressed 

(Felix & Castro, 2018, p. 8). Furthermore, the policy required colleges to work together to 

identify disproportionately impacted groups of students in the following five areas: access, 

course completion, basic skills/ESL completion, degree/certificate completion, and transfer 

(Griffith, 2017, p. 4). By focusing on these key areas, the SEP is aiming to directly serve the 

needs and reduce the barriers of minoritized disadvantaged students. The literature review 

analyzes the Student Equity Policy as a “bottom-up approach” as it focuses on addressing equity 

issues at the organizational level through a formal planning process (Ching et al., 2018, p. 5). 

Implemention of a largely significant equity policy from the top down has not been an 

easy task. Most notably, it can be costly if change is to be produced. During the 2015-2016 

academic year, $155 million was apportioned by the Governor to help close the achievement 

gaps under the Equity policy (Griffith, 2017, p. 5). Under the SEP, community colleges were 

mandated to create a detailed equity plan addressing the five key indicators discussed in this 

section in order to receive funding. These colleges were also given the autonomy to decide how 

they would utilize the funds to address the inequities occuring within their unique institutions 

(Felix & Castro, 2018, p. 9). This reform effort challenged the way educational policies typically 

stem from the top down by instead providing institutions with the ability to develop their 
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individualized student equity measures. Since the adoption of the SEP, institutions are required 

to report data findings on an annual basis to continue to receive funding (Griffith, 2017, p. 5).  

During the implementation of the Student Equity Initiative, the designation of Student 

Equity Coordinators was established to task these individuals with the responsibility of spending 

funds, ensuring equity goals were aligned with the institutional goals, along with implementation 

and daily functions of the equity plan (Griffith, 2017, p. 5). As colleges received funding 

apportionment to address student inequities, the focus of this study is centered on analyzing and 

measuring how effective these equity plans have been since their implementation. The literature 

review examined in this report explored theoretical frameworks that assessed the Student Equity 

Plans since their implementation, while opposing views were also considered. Felix and Castro 

(2018) affirmed that the potential success of the Student Equity Policy to advance racial equity 

would be dependent upon the interpretation and implementation of the individuals at the 

decision-making table (p. 9). Student Equity Initiatives can become a controversial subject while 

implementation of a Student Equity Plan can be transformed into an institutional challenge. 

Attempts to change an organizations culture in the way it serves students after having done so for 

many years can be faced with pushback when attempting to implement an equity-mindedness 

approach. Skepticism can arise fearing a reinvention of the wheel. According to Ching, Felix, 

Castro, & Trinidad (2018), “Put another way, well-intentioned attempts to advance equity policy 

may unwittingly perpetuate discourses and practices that reinforce inequity” (p. 7). As a result, 

ensuring equity practices positively influence disproportionately impacted groups of students 

without impeding the benefits of all students is both critical and challenging. Program evaluation 

is thus a necessary practice for institutions to assess the data and outcomes of the equity 

program.  
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Critical Policy Analysis 

 Research conducted by Felix and Castro (2018) utilizing a Critical Policy Analysis (CPA) 

approach and an equity-mindedness concept, studied the implementation of the Student Equity 

Policy to understand the race-consciousness practices used to improve student equity amongst 

Black and Latinx students (p. 11). Study methods in this research included sampling of student 

equity plans and data analysis within nine of the community colleges in the Los Angeles 

Community College District (LACCD) (Felix & Castro, 2018, p. 15). The findings from the nine 

institutional student equity plans revealed the need to address specific causes of the inequities 

that are being experienced by racially minoritized students in order to adequately address them 

(Felix & Castro, 2018, p. 24).  Implementation of new equity policies and institutional practices 

can be deemed ineffective if individual and cultural barriers faced by diverse student 

demographics are not considered. Researchers recognize that the mandated measures stemming 

from the Student Equity Policy that requires community colleges to recognize outcome gaps and 

recommend strategies to directly impact the identified inequities can ultimately serve as the 

driving mechanism to transform what the Critical Policy Analysis demands (Ching et al., 2018, 

p. 7). However, the challenge arises when cultural norms that rely within higher education 

preserve color blindness that works against racial equity efforts which can ultimately discourage 

practitioners from implementing new programs (Ching et al., 2018, p. 7). A color blindness 

approach can hinder the intended goals of equity policies specifically when institutions take 

precautionary measures to avoid prohibited affirmative action practices. Despite the progress that 

is made under such practices, racially minoritized students continue to face disadvantages that 

impact their ability to complete a degree.  
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 A study conducted by Covarrubias (2018) using the Bridging Multiple Worlds (BMW) 

model determined that institutional capacity, organizational culture, and lack of equity and 

cultural competency were emerging themes as impacting access and completion outcomes for 

racially minoritized students (p.112). This study sheds light on the institutional impact after the 

implementation of a new policy. As colleges submitted a Student Equity Plan outlining the 

measures they would take to address the equity gaps and secure funding, there continues to be a 

need for institutional oversight to ensure successful implementation and offer continued support 

to ensure long-term success of equity measures. Griffith (2017) determined the need for 

institutional leaders to support campus-wide awareness and understanding of the Student Equity 

Initiative to develop a collective understanding of equity and provide cultural-responsiveness 

staff training efforts (p. 112). As the diverse student body of California’s community colleges 

continue to increase, Student Equity Policies will also impact faculty, staff, and institutional 

leaders. Luster (2010) mentioned the need to provide professional development centered on 

cultural competency and contextual learning (p. 52). Thus, student equity ends up becoming the 

responsibility of all. 

Research Gaps 

The literature review has uncovered the benefits and challenges that implementation of 

the SEP has produced. Since the Student Success Act was enacted in 2012, institutions have been 

working on carrying out the efforts outlined in their Student Equity Plans. The policy requires 

institutions to submit a yearly report to the State Chancellor’s office with an update on the 

progress that the institution is producing towards closing the equity gaps. The review of the 

literature revealed a gap in reference to the Student Equity Policy.  First off, the cultural deficit 

approach impedes the ability to utilize measures to support and understand the challenges and 
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needs of racial and ethnic minoritized students. In addition, the absence of race-conscious based 

policies hinders the intended goals of the Student Equity Policy and the ability to improve 

success rates for disproportionately impacted groups of students. Moreover, the research gap 

discloses the need for available data that assesses the results of the Student Equity Policy and 

most importantly the institutionally implemented equity practices. Currently, there is not enough 

research available to assess individual institutional equity practices across all community 

colleges as they each take a distinctive approach to reduce the achievement gaps. The research 

referenced in this literature review presented the need to utilize race-conscious based practices in 

order to better support the needs of underprepared minoritized students. The results of this study 

can serve to influence state and nationwide equity polices. By identifying and bringing forward 

the successful institutional equity measures that have already been applied, outcomes and 

practices can be shared with other colleges struggling to implement the Student Equity Policy.  
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Section 3: Background  

 The literature review provided a great introduction and background for the Student 

Equity Policy and equity policies in this nation. This section will focus on the implementation of 

the Student Success Program model that was established at College of the Sequoias (COS). The 

college organized institutional efforts to establish a student equity plan under the new state 

mandates. In its 2015 Executive Summary report, the college outlined the Student Equity Plan 

that was collectively produced along with institutional research, dialogue, and programmatic 

planning (College of the Sequoias Student Equity Plan, 2015, p. 4). The institution formed an 

Equity Committee that would serve as the leading group to drive the new initiative. The college 

utilized the Proportionality Index methodology to compile data on its disproportionately 

impacted groups of students that had below equity completion rates in areas such as Access, 

Course Completion, ESL and Basic Skills Completion, Degree and Certificate Completion, and 

Transfer Rates (College of the Sequoias Student Equity Plan, 2015, p. 4).  

The Student Equity Policy required colleges to identify its disproportionately impacted 

groups of students and establish equitable measure to close these achievement gaps. COS being 

located in the Central Valley, serves a higher percentage of an ethnically and economically 

disadvantaged demographic student population. As a result, a large percentage of its student 

population already succeeds at lower rates in comparison to statewide data. Notably, COS 

outlined in its Student Equity Plan that it would focus on closing the achievement gaps for all of 

its student population (College of the Sequoias Student Equity Plan, 2015, p. 5). Thus, the 

college implemented institutional goals that would be aligned with the District’s Master Plan. 

The Student Equity Plan adopted by COS included the creation of a Student Success Center, the 

hiring of Student Success Counselors, hiring of Student Success Coordinators to directly serve 
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the disproportionately impacted groups of students, along with other staff and specified criteria’s 

to support institutional wide student success efforts (College of the Sequoias Student Equity 

Plan, 2015, p. 6). 

Since the implementation of the Student Success Program five years ago, the program 

now consists of a director, seven Student Success Coordinators, and two Student Success 

Counselors whose roles aim to address the achievement gaps amongst the disproportionately 

impacted groups of students (Institutional Self-Evaluation Report, 2018, p. 234). The Student 

Success Coordinators are assigned a caseload of disproportionately impacted students and are 

charged with providing support and assisting these students (Institutional Self-Evaluation Report, 

2018, p. 234). The Coordinators offer their support and services throughout five distinct Student 

Success Centers located throughout the district. The Student Success Program offers students 

various support services aimed towards assisting disproportionately impacted students in 

attaining their educational goals through academic, career, and personal counseling efforts, 

workshops, along with individual and group support meetings (Institutional Self-Evaluation 

Report, 2018, p. 128). The Student Equity Plan adopted by COS focuses on ensuring that its 

student population receives equitable resources needed in order to successfully complete their 

educational plans.  

The COS Office of Research, Planning and Institutional Effectiveness reported the 

Student Success Program Success and Withdrawals percentage rates to be significantly improved 

for Student Success Program participants than non-SSP participants during the Fall 2016 

semester (Institutional Self-Evaluation Report, 2018, p. 128). The study reported a success rate 

of 84% for SSP completers in comparison to a 71% of non-SSP participants (Institutional Self-

Evaluation Report, 2018, p. 128).  The study measured success based on successful passing 
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grades. Despite the progressive success rates that are already being produced, there is still a need 

to evaluate the effectiveness of the Student Success Program model. The evaluation report will 

disclose the specific measures being applied and how successful they have been thus far. 

Furthermore, understanding how funding is being allocated to drive the specified institutional 

efforts to reduce the equity gaps can help influence additional policy support.  
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Section 4: Methodology 

 The purpose of this study is to determine the effectiveness of the Student Equity Policy to 

reduce the equity gaps found amongst disproportionately impacted groups of students in the 

California Community College system. Using an evaluation research method, this study will 

assess one identified Student Equity Plan that has been implemented in a community college. 

Since colleges were given the authority to create their individualized plans, a majority of the 

Student Equity Plans will take a distinctive and unique approach in addressing these equity 

barriers. As a result, understanding what effective measures are producing expected outcomes 

can help drive equity policies. Identifying the measures used in the equity plan to increase 

success rates will be a key focus in this study. Success will be determined by whether an 

institution is increasing access, course completion, ESL and basic skills completion, degree and 

certificate completion, and increasing transfer rates amongst the identified disproportionately 

impacted groups of students.  The concentration of this research study will be to evaluate the 

Student Success Program model. Through this evaluation research, the following questions will 

be explored: 

1. How does implementation of the Student Success Program increase success rates 

amongst identified disproportionately impacted groups of students? 

2. What actions is the Student Success Program implementing to serve the individual needs 

of disproportionately impacted students? 

3. How does the role of a Student Success Coordinator influence disproportionately 

impacted students? 

4. Is there institutional support to carry forward the mission of the Student Equity Plan? 

5. Are Student Equity Plans effective in reducing equity barriers?  
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The methodology that will be used for this research will include a mixed methods approach 

in order to provide a descriptive and evaluative assessment of the Student Success Program. The 

benefits of utilizing a mixed methods approach that incorporates both the data from a 

quantitative and qualitative study helps to expand the utility of the evaluation findings (Rossi, 

Lipsey, Henry, 2019, p. 278). With the incorporation of a quantitative and qualitative approach, 

this study will use primary and secondary data collection methods. Quantitative approaches are 

best utilized to estimate impact and economic efficiency, whereas, qualitative method is best 

used when monitoring programs (Rossi, Lipsey, Henry, 2019, p. 304). The use of surveys will be 

instrumental in this study to assess the satisfaction of the program delivery and its services by its 

key recipients. The results of this research will help measure the outcomes of the Student 

Success Program.  

Research Site and Participants 

 College of the Sequoias (COS) is a two-year junior college located in Visalia, CA. As a 

three-campus district, the college is a part of the 114 California Community College system. The 

district employs over 742 employees and serves a student population of more than16,500 

(Institutional Self-Evaluation Report, 2018). The COS district has been designated as a Hispanic 

Serving Institution (HSI) whereas 60% of its student population identified as Hispanic 

(Institutional Self-Evaluation Report, 2018, p. 2). In this qualitative study, purposive sampling 

will be utilized to carefully and purposefully select the following identified proponents: The 

Director of the Student Success Program, the Vice President of Student Services, the Dean of 

Institutional Research, and the President of the college, six Student Success Coordinators, two 

Student Success Counselors, and ten Student Success Program Peer Mentors. The identified 

individuals will be used as expert sampling to provide firsthand valuable and expert information 
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based on their roles and experience working directly with the program and disproportionately 

impacted groups of students. The findings can provide valued data in assessing the effectiveness 

of the equity initiative within an institutional setting.  

The student participant sample frame will consist of a stratified sampling of 500 enrolled 

COS Student Success Program participants. The demographics of the selected students will be 

composed from disproportionately impacted groups of students ranging in age, ethnicity, gender, 

veteran, and foster youth status. A stratified sampling method will be applied as it is the most 

suitable strategy to work with a population of 500 students that are divided into various 

disproportionately impacted groups of students.  Furthermore, a random sample will then be 

pulled from each of these identified groups. The combination of these targeted subjects will 

provide valuable results in determining the effectiveness of the Student Success Program. The 

subjects will be invited to participate in this study by the researcher in the form of a personal 

invitation, via email, mail, and/or phone call depending on the most effective response effort.  

Data Collection 

 The quantitative approach conducted in this study will be composed of structured interviews 

in the form of online surveys. The survey questionnaire will be conducted through Survey 

Monkey containing ten close ended questions that will be answered through a Likert scale. 

Students will be sent an email asking them to complete the survey within one month from the 

date of the email. The following are examples of the questions outlined in the online survey: 

1. Participating in the Student Success Program has had a positive impact on my 

educational studies. 

2. I feel comfortable seeking help when I enter the Student Success Program. 

3. The Student Success Program has taught me how to navigate college resources. 
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4. I have maintained satisfactory grades since enrolling in the Student Success Program. 

5. I am likely to graduate if I continue to participate in the Student Success Program. 

6. Having access to a Student Success Coordinator has been a helpful resource to my 

college success.  

In addition to surveys, secondary quantitative data will be compiled and analyzed from the 

College of the Sequoias Research Office, College of the Sequoias Giant Fact Book, and the 

California Community Colleges Chancellors Office. The data generated from these databases 

allow for the measurement of outcomes with success rates. Qualitative data will be compiled 

from semi-structured to unstructured interviews from the administrative and staff subjects. The 

qualitative approach will allow for a more intimate and open-ended interview. The questions 

addressed during the interview will be centered on the implementation and effective measures of 

the Student Success Program. The unstructured interviews will prove to be valuable when 

interviewing the six Student Success Coordinators as they will be given the opportunity to share 

how they view the success of the program. Furthermore, a focus group will also be instrumental 

when interviewing the Student Success Peer Mentors. During the focus group, the Peer Mentors 

will get to share their experiences as student staff working for the program. 

Ethical Considerations 

 Ensuring the confidentiality and the protection of surveyed subjects in this study is the 

number one priority. In order to ensure the protection of participants, the researcher will go over 

the purpose, description, and instructions of the study. This will be done in person, by phone, or 

via email depending on the subject’s preference. Consent forms will be provided electronically in 

advance to each participant and they will be made aware of how the data compiled in the study 

will be utilized and reported to stakeholders. The subjects will be notified of the length of the 
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expected participation which is scheduled to take up to one month. The participant will be 

informed of the expected or anticipated risks if they choose to participate, though there are none 

expected. The benefits derived from the participation in the study will be communicated to the 

subject. There will be no incurred expenses on behalf of the subject for their participation. In the 

current time, the only expected benefit from participating in this study is the contribution of 

knowledge and experience they are providing to support student equity policies. The identities of 

the volunteer subjects will be concealed and given assigned pseudo names to protect their 

identities. The participating subjects will also be informed that participation in the study is 

voluntary and no penalty will be enforced if they chose to decline. Interviews will be conducted 

in person or via skype to accommodate the subject.  
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Section 5: Policy Recommendations 

 The findings from this study are intended to influence Student Equity policies and reform 

efforts within higher education. In addition, policy makers and administrative leaders will be 

able to use the findings to implement necessary adjustments to current institutionally adopted 

Student Equity Plans that may not be producing the expected outcomes in increasing student 

completion and success rates. Policy makers have influence over budget decisions and the need 

to secure funding for the Student Success Act is critical to continue to serve disadvantaged 

students. Institutional leaders will benefit from these findings primarily as they are the drivers of 

the Student Equity Plans within their institutions. As the research gap disclosed, community 

colleges are individually addressing student equity and the need to align effective practices is 

necessary. Currently, colleges may be utilizing practices that are having a minimal impact on 

student success. Thus, sharing practices such as what the Student Success Program model is 

implementing can help increase success rates amongst disproportionately impacted students. 

This evaluation will also serve purposeful to ethnically disadvantaged students as policy efforts 

work to provide equitable opportunities for higher educational attainment and access.   

Findings from this study revealed the need to implement equity mindedness practices and 

utilize race-based policies to close the achievement gaps. In order to truly have an impact on 

ethnically disadvantaged students, leaders need to utilize race-based measures within the 

institution to better serve the needs of students. It is necessary for administrative leaders in these 

institutions to exhibit transformative leadership characteristics to implement organizational 

change to support race-based practices without fear of retaliation. Furthermore, the hiring of 

diverse staff and faculty will be an instrumental human resources strategy to support the diverse 

student population. An additional measure that will need to be implemented is the 
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institutionalization of the Student Success Program across other community colleges. This policy 

will reassure the community that addressing student equity will serve to be a long-term 

institutional effort as opposed to a temporary practice as most new programs tend to be viewed.  

Failing to address the increasing equity gaps can have serious economic consequences by 

reducing the future trained and educated workforce available in the state. Most importantly, these 

historically disadvantaged groups of students will continue to fall behind and remain in the cycle 

of poverty for generations. In addition, funding the Student Success Initiative has been a costly 

expenditure. If effective results are not being generated, a program evaluation of the Student 

Equity Policy will serve to measure the need for continued support and funding. Moreover, 

higher educational policies established in California have been known to not only lead but also 

influence policies across other states. Stakeholders across the board have been monitoring the 

implemented initiative to assess the results that the Student Success Policy will produce. This 

study is an attempt to evaluate the current measures and outcomes inside institutions that will be 

aimed to influence higher educational policies.  
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Section 6: Conclusion 

 The Student Equity Policy has been the latest attempt by the California legislature to 

address student inequalities within higher education. The significance of this current policy is the 

support, research, and funding to carry out the goals of the initiative. Despite affirmative action 

restrictions, the Student Equity Policy is attempting to address the needs of ethnic and racially 

disproportionate disadvantaged students. The gap in this study revealed the institutional 

implementation challenges that arise when equity mindedness and race-based consciousness 

efforts are not applied. In certain cases, implementation became a casual task for institutions to 

simply focus on securing funding through the submission of an equity plan. By coming up with 

practices that do not purposefully support the needs of disadvantaged students, the Student 

Equity Initiative efforts are defeated. This policy is shining a light on the challenges that 

disadvantaged students face and how strategically planned equity measures can positively impact 

the achievement rates for these students. The results generated from this evaluation research 

helps to influence and offer adaptable measures from the Student Success Program model for 

other institutions to integrate into their Student Equity Plans. In order to continue supporting the 

goals of the Student Equity Initiative, professional development and training opportunities will 

be essential to continue the discussion and best practices in reducing the equity gaps facing 

racially minoritized students. 
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Appendix A:  

Demographic Questionnaire 

 

1. Sex 

            Female 

 Male 

 Other 

2. Ethnicity 

______   Hispanic or Latino 

______   Not Hispanic or Latino  

3. Race (Check all that apply) 

______   American Indian or Alaskan Native  

______  Asian 

______  African American 

______  Pacific Islander 

______  White 

______  Other 

 

4. Please indicate your college grade level: _______________________________________ 
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Appendix B:  

Student Success Program Services Questionnaire 

Circle the best response that applies. 

 Survey scale: 

1 = Strongly Disagree, 2= Disagree, 3= Neutral, 4= Agree, 5= Strongly Agree 

 

1. Participating in the Student Success Program has had a positive impact on my 

educational studies. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

 

 

2. I feel comfortable seeking help when I enter the Student Success Program. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

 

 

3. The Student Success Program has taught me how to navigate college resources. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

 

 

4. I have maintained satisfactory grades since enrolling in the Student Success Program. 

 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

 

5. I am likely to graduate if I continue to participate in the Student Success Program. 

 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

 

 

6. Having access to a Student Success Coordinator has been a helpful resource to my 

college success.  

 

1 2 3 4 5 


