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Community College and Community-Based Nonprofit Partnerships:  

Supporting the College Pipeline for Opportunity Youth 

 

 

By 

Michelle Auyón Cheang 

Doctor of Education in Educational Leadership 

 

Opportunity youth are young people between the ages of 16 and 24 who are neither 

in school nor working.  With limited resources coupled with the need for innovative 

strategies to address access to higher education, partnerships are increasingly considered a 

key mechanism to meet institutional and organizational goals, facilitate resource sharing, 

and provide quality service delivery (Amey, Campbell, & Eddy, 2010).  In this study, I 

examine the key aspects of strategic partnerships between community colleges and 

community-based nonprofits to support college access for opportunity youth.  This study 

employs critical race theory (CRT) to guide a qualitative analysis of the student and 

practitioner experience and to challenge the dominant discourse of opportunity youth, 

partnerships, and community colleges. 

Evidence in this study suggests that the core of successful college–nonprofit 

partnerships are people.  Four major findings were derived from an analysis of 12 
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practitioner interviews and one youth focus group: (a) personal connection to opportunity 

youth as the framework to working with such population; (b) identifying champions in key 

decision-making roles; (c) building and maintaining trust within and across sectors; and (d) 

acknowledging the limitations in time and institutional capacity as a barrier to partnership 

development and institutional transformation.  The implications of these findings are 

intended to augment the understanding of the perceptions of why some opportunity youth 

are unable to access post-secondary education opportunities and why some partnerships 

are unable to be sustainable. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction and Background 

Partnerships between institutions of higher education and community-based 

organizations have gained momentum since the mid-1980s, and currently colleges and 

universities are engaged in more than 1,400 collaborative activities (Laguardia, 1998; 

Wilbur & Lambert, 1991).  Such partnerships have been lauded for their strategic efforts 

to meet the needs of students while simultaneously achieving institutional goals and 

outcomes.  For example, in 2014, President Barack Obama addressed the need to build 

more sustainable collaborations to encourage college-going cultures for first-generation, 

low-income, and underrepresented students (Office of Press Secretary, 2014).  With limited 

resources coupled with the need for strategic and innovative strategies to tackle the higher 

education enrollment gap, researchers such as Amey, Campbell, and Eddy (2010) pointed 

to partnerships as having a major role in meeting institutional and organizational goals.  

Not only would those goals be achieved but partnerships would also facilitate resource 

sharing and ensure the quality of service delivery.  Although prior research has revealed 

best practices and challenges regarding programs and direct services, very little is known 

about how college and nonprofit organizational norms might need to shift to serve 

collaborative efforts.  In this project, I examine the key aspects of strategic partnerships 

that contribute to mutual benefits across all stakeholders, which is particularly important 

for institutions and students often marginalized in higher education discourse.  More 

specifically, I look at a partnership between a community college and a community-based 

nonprofit that serves opportunity youth. 

My examination of a community college and community-based nonprofit 

partnership coincides with the urgent need to address the barriers to college access for 
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underrepresented students.  Research indicates that high school graduation and college 

enrollment rates are declining for underrepresented, first-generation, low-income, and 

students of color, in comparison to their white counterparts (Bourke & Jayman, 2011; 

McDonald & Marsh, 2001; Zaff, Ginsberg, Boyd, & Kakli, 2014).  Whereas formal 

education positively impacts individual and societal economic opportunity—including 

social mobility and capital; health and wellness; and ultimately, life satisfaction—access 

to higher education is imperative for improving the quality of life for society as a whole.   

(Engle, 2007; Kim & Rury, 2007; Zaff et al., 2014).  However, access to higher education 

is considerably more dire for opportunity youth, who are the segment of our population of 

young people between the ages of 16 and 24 who have disengaged from education and the 

workforce (Rumberger, 2011).  Numbering approximately 6.7 million in the United States 

(Bridgeland & Mason-Elder, 2012), opportunity youth often are pushed out of high school 

or college, and have not been able to join the labor market as a result of structural and 

economic barriers (Lukes, 2013).  

Many opportunity youth are nontraditional students.  The National Center for 

Education Statistics (2015) defines nontraditional students using: (a) enrollment patterns, 

(b) financial and family status, and (c) high school graduation status.  As it relates to 

enrollment patterns, the traditional enrollment in postsecondary education is defined as 

immediately enrolling after high school as a full-time student.  Therefore, any student that 

has diverged from this pattern is considered nontraditional.  According to the U.S. 

Department of Labor’s Bureau of Labor Statistics (2015), 68.4 percent of youth age 16 to 

24 who graduated from high school in 2014 enrolled in college during the fall of 2014; 

thus, 31.6 percent of youth that may potentially enroll in college would be nontraditional 
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students.  Research shows that family responsibilities and financial constraints—such as 

having dependents, being a single parent, being employed while enrolled, or being 

financially independent from parents—are barriers to pursuing both a high school diploma 

and a post-secondary education (Choy, 2001; Howley, Howley, Duncan, 2013; Rumberger, 

2011).  Many nontraditional college students do not receive a standard high school 

diploma, but instead earn a High School Equivalency certificate.  Such an overview 

provides context to the many barriers to access and success in higher education.  As 

nontraditional students, opportunity youth require intensive developmental opportunities 

and social support services to succeed academically.  Effective services require more than 

academic support to address the social and emotional well-being of students that are 

conducive to learning (Rennie Center for Education Research & Policy, 2014). 

Many opportunity youth are also first-generation college students (Choy, 2001).  

First-generation college student programs and services are informed by the myriad of 

research that illuminates the predictors to college access.  First-generation students are less 

likely than non-first-generation students to attend school full-time (Choy, 2001; Darling & 

Smith, 2007; Engle, 2007).  In addition, first-generation college student enrollment tends 

to concentrate in two-year versus four-year colleges (Choy, 2001; Darling & Smith, 2007; 

Engle, 2007).  Many first-generation students are from low socioeconomic backgrounds 

and thus have a higher propensity to work while attending college part-time (MacDonald 

& Marsh, 2001; Rumberger, 2011), and often start working as early as high school.  

Research shows that the less engaged students are to the college experience, the more likely 

they are to not persist in college (Bourke & Jayman, 2011; Choy, 2001; Engle, 2007; Sil, 

2007).  As such, institutions have implemented various programs and services during high 
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school and at the beginning of the post-secondary education experience to target first-

generation students and ensure the necessary support to and through college.  

Community College–Nonprofit Partnerships 

In efforts to address social, economic, and academic barriers to college access, 

community college and community-based nonprofits (CBNs) provide services to 

nontraditional students (Alexander & Nank, 2009; Institute for Higher Education Policy, 

2012).  Community colleges and CBNs provide a multiplicity of functions that have 

potential for greater alignment to effectively serve underrepresented students (College 

Greenlight, 2012).  Nationally, nonprofit organizations and community colleges are facing 

intensive pressures to be more financially accountable, develop innovative strategies to 

achieve their mission, and be more resourceful with serving their “client’s” needs 

(Aschenbrener, 2010).  Local, state, and federal budgetary constraints have forced such 

organizations to deliver more services with less resources (Bringle & Hatcher, 2002).  Such 

a situation provides the perfect opportunity for community colleges and nonprofit 

organizations to reshape their best practices and focus on maximizing student success.  The 

impetus would be monetary as well as lead to greater efficiencies for both parties as various 

funding streams could be tapped into over time. 

Due to their open-access mission and diverse program offerings, community 

colleges target and serve nontraditional students (Engle, 2007; Morest, 2013).  Community 

colleges are known for their inclusiveness and serve a “bridge” function by providing 

developmental education, short-term certificates, and Associate’s degrees (Martinez & 

Klopott, 2005; Morest, 2013).  Community colleges provide access to a traditional 

education system, transferring only 25 percent of students to 4-year colleges and 
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universities within five years (Community College Research Center, 2015).  Furthermore, 

as community colleges gradually expand access by offering more affordable Baccalaureate 

degrees, they increasingly provide opportunities for working students who are place-bound 

(Floyd & Walker, 2009). 

Community colleges, located within commuting distance of most individuals, offer 

various programs that increase access for opportunity youth (Morest, 2013).  Yet the White 

House Council for Community (2012) emphasizes how cross-sector community 

collaboratives reconnecting opportunity youth require more than a single intervention, thus 

requiring additional funding.  Due to limited funding, community colleges alone cannot 

provide a multi-pronged approach of wraparound services, which are the array of services 

that help students address basic needs to achieve a level of social and emotional well-being 

that makes learning possible (Rennie Center for Education Research & Policy, 2014).  

Access to evidence-based wraparound services like case management, mental health, and 

goal setting is important to build on students’ strengths to reach educational goals (Fries, 

Carney, Blackman-Urteaga, & Savas, 2012). 

In response to these systemic inequalities, equity-based differential resource 

allocation questions the most “fair” way to allocate resources to schools.  Historically, 

equitable resource allocation has been based on the number of students enrolled (Halverson 

& Plecki, 2011).  However, research has established that not all students’ needs are equal 

and those with economic, social, or language barriers require a higher level of support.  

Community colleges serving underrepresented students find themselves in a bind—

ensuring affordability for students while limiting their revenue to deliver high-quality 

programs (Bergeron, Ahmad, & Baylor, 2014).  Data shows that students living in low-
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income communities of color require intensive and robust services to support their 

academic and non-academic needs (Auerbach, 2004; Bui, 2002; Choy, 2001).  

Unfortunately, community colleges with student of color enrollments of 25 percent or more 

derived a median of $1,515 in tuition and fee revenue per full-time equivalent (FTE) 

student compared to other colleges, which derived a median of $2,376 (Bergeron et al., 

2014).  In other words, per-student spending on instruction, academic support, and student 

services is 7 percent less per student compared to other community colleges (Bergeron et 

al., 2014).  

In an effort to fill gaps in services and funding, community colleges have formed 

partnerships with CBNs.  CBNs are organizations “engaged in addressing the social and 

economic needs of individuals and groups in a defined geographical area” (Institute for 

Higher Education Policy et al., 2012, p. 2).   As they are often the first to respond to social 

problems, CBNs serve as a “bridge” between the community and the public sector and 

generate solutions that reflect a deep understanding and connection to the community 

(Alexander & Nank, 2009).  By the very nature of their reason for existing, CBNs are 

derived from the community in response to community needs with community-supported 

solutions.  Depending on their mission and vision, CBNs efforts to support college access 

and success vary. 

The Institute for Higher Education Policy (2012) groups the purpose of CBNs into 

four main categories: direct service, youth development, integrated student services, and 

community mobilization.  Direct service organizations provide college information, 

advice, and enrollment assistance to students and families.  Youth development 

organizations offer extended learning opportunities focusing on academics, leadership 
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development, soft-skill development, career exploration, and enrichment.  Integrated 

student services organizations work with schools to assist individual students in both 

academic and non-academic problems that interfere with academic achievement.  

Community mobilization coalitions focus on systemic change to achieve goals such as 

increasing high school graduation rates and accelerate the completion of post-secondary 

education by addressing policy.  In order to implement various deliverables and increase 

college access for youth, collaborative partnerships between colleges and nonprofits have 

increased across the nation (Guo & Acar, 2005; Malatesta & Smith, 2014).   

Problem Statement 

The purpose of this study is to create new knowledge about college-nonprofit 

partnerships that can inform community colleges and nonprofit organizations embarking 

on collaborative projects that support college access for opportunity youth.  Although such 

partnerships continue to gain momentum and expand, there is little research on best 

practices that can inform new partnership development.  In addition to highlighting 

strategies that have assisted in the creation of action-driven partnerships, I hope to 

specifically examine cultural norms of colleges and nonprofits and how they support and/or 

hinder strategic partnerships.   

Organizational culture is a cognitive framework that consists of attitudes, values, 

behavioral norms, and expectations shared by organization members (Greenberg, 2011).  

The interaction between differing cultures is central to partnership dynamics as they can 

create a system of reciprocal relationships (Weare, Lichterman, & Esparza, 2014).  Within 

such collaborative partnerships, cultural differences can create tension, but also offer 

complementary strengths that can be mutually beneficial (Wohlstetter, Smith, & Malloy, 
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2005).  On the other hand, cultural differences can impede collaboration even when 

organizations have similar goals (Goldring & Sims, 2005).  Given the increasing 

importance of governance outcomes, researchers seek to understand ways in which 

partnerships form, evolve, and dissolve (Weare et al., 2014).  

Research Questions 

The primary research question that guided this study was: What factors shape the 

development of community college–nonprofit partnerships focused on college access for 

opportunity youth?  Sub-questions that helped understand organizational norms around 

leadership, decision-making, and key stakeholders include: 

1. What constitutes a successful strategic partnership between two public sector 

organizations?  

2. How do community colleges institutionalize practices and policies as a result of 

collaborative projects? 

3. How do community colleges integrate opportunity youth’s experiential knowledge 

in their academic and support services? 

Such guiding questions generated insight into the impacts of strategic partnerships between 

community colleges and nonprofits.  The study focused on senior management, mid-level 

management, staff, and students to provide a multi-tiered analysis of partnerships. 

Significance 

The findings from this study can inform stakeholders about the best practices 

towards the development of community college and nonprofit partnerships created to 

increase college access for opportunity youth.  Policymakers, funders, educators, and 

community-based organizations can have a better understanding of the process to develop 
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and cultivate partnerships.  Although this research focused on opportunity youth, findings 

address college access for the general student population. 

Theoretical Framework 

Research reflects a deficit discourse of opportunity youth; the urgency to address 

opportunity youth issues is emphasized by the economic burden such youth have on the 

economy, their lack of social capital, and their academic shortfalls (Bourke & Alyson, 

2010; Florida, 2013; Rumberger, 2011; Susman, 1996; Zaff et al., 2014).  Critical race 

theory (CRT) was utilized to theorize, examine, and challenge the ways race and racism 

implicitly and explicitly impact social structures, practices, and discourses (Yosso, 2005) 

about opportunity youth.  More specifically, CRT was applied to the analysis of the 

development and cultivation of partnership structures shaped by the perceptions of key 

individuals regarding opportunity youth’s potential contributions to higher education; the 

role of race and economic status in college aspirations and access; and ultimately, the vision 

for opportunity youth. 

Overview of Methodology 

This study used an ethnographic case study research tradition (Glesne, 2011) to 

develop a better understanding of how people construct and shape partnerships.  This 

ethnographic case study involved extended observations of a phenomenon in which the 

researcher was a participant observer immersed in the day-to-day lives of the participants 

(Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012).  Such methodology emphasizes the importance of individuals 

and their experiential knowledge.  I conducted a single case study of West Coast 

Community College (pseudonym) in the Southern California Community College District 

(pseudonym) and the CBN Coalition for Youth and Community Empowerment 
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(pseudonym).  Both organizations provide services for young people ages 16 to 24 that 

support the transition into post-secondary education through education, training, and 

career-building.  

I utilized the criterion sub-strategy of purposeful sampling to dictate eligibility 

criteria for inclusion as a site in the study.  The criteria to select the community college 

included: (a) multiple partnerships with nonprofit organizations; (b) serves communities of 

color; and (c) serves low-income communities.  Similarly, the criteria to select the 

nonprofit included: (a) minimum of 5 years in partnership with the selected community 

college; (b) serves opportunity youth; and (c) serves low-income communities.  The 

delineated criteria for the research settings were crucial to my study because it ensured that 

there were no gaps in the research.  All of the criteria were met in order to thoroughly study 

the partnership between the community college and nonprofit organization. 

All participants completed a 30- to 60-minute semi-structured interview composed 

of six open-ended interview questions.  The interview questions addressed partnerships 

from an individual and organizational level.  All interviews were transcribed, coded, and 

analyzed.  Furthermore, fieldwork notes, reflective journals, and artifacts were analyzed 

and integrated into the thematic analysis of the data.  A systematic approach was used to 

appropriately collect, organize, examine, and categorize data to ensure information was 

summarized and presented in an accurate manner (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008).   

Limitations 

A limitation of the study is that it examined the nonprofit–college collaboration 

from the perspective of only one partnership, thus limiting the evidence obtained that could 

potentially identify similarities or patterns among various partnerships (Creswell, 1998).  
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However, by selecting to conduct a holistic, in-depth investigation of one partnership, I 

was able to collect current, complete, and specific data to address the research questions.  

Furthermore, by utilizing a case study approach, the detailed qualitative accounts provided 

data in a real-life environment while explaining the complexities of real-life situations and 

providing better insights into the participants’ behaviors (Yin, 2002).  

It would be of great interest to do a similar study interviewing other CBNs working 

with the selected community college.  Such a study would identify areas of improvement 

for the specific community college.  Additionally, a study of other partnerships within the 

same region will identify if some of the issues and best practices are endemic to that 

particular city. 

Delimitations 

Inevitably, considerable delimitations existed in this study.  Delimitations narrowed 

the scope of the study based on the sites, participants, and significant external factors 

contributing to the phenomena (Creswell, 1998).  As it relates to the sites, this study was 

only conducted at one community college and one CBN.  All participants were selected, 

interviewed, and observed in one of those two locations.  Twelve staff participated on a 

volunteer basis in the study.  Such practitioners were employed by one of the sites and no 

outside participants were recruited.  Furthermore, eleven students participated on a 

volunteer basis although more than 100 students met the criteria. 

External factors that contribute to both the opportunity and challenges of 

partnerships and opportunity youth success were not the focus of the study.  The structure 

of the federal, state, and local government as it relates to education and social services 
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contributes to issues for opportunity youth.  Furthermore, the K–12 school district affects 

the educational pipeline of opportunity youth to community colleges. 

Preliminary Organization 

Chapter two examines the relevant research literature addressing the development 

and cultivation of strategic partnerships between community colleges and nonprofits.  In 

order to develop an in-depth understanding of this phenomenon, this chapter presents an 

extensive synthesis of such factors, as well as broader historical context.  This information 

is presented in three major themes.  First, the historical context of partnerships developed 

to increase and support college access for opportunity youth will be presented.  Next, a 

description of four major factors inhibiting college access for opportunity youth will 

follow.  Lastly, the historical landscape of partnerships and theoretical frameworks are 

addressed.  

Chapter three provides a comprehensive description of the methodology utilized 

for conducting the ethnographic case study.  The chapter is organized in five components: 

(a) research tradition, (b) research sample, (c) research design, (d) data collection 

instruments and methods; and (e) data analysis and synthesis.  The discussion of this 

study’s research tradition justifies the utilization of a qualitative approach for this particular 

study.  The research sample not only describes the individuals and sites participating in the 

study, but also their relevance and contribution.  The research design section outlines the 

overall study and provides an overview of the data collection and data analysis.  Ethical 

considerations are presented throughout the chapter. 

 Data analysis and findings are discussed in chapter four, where each section 

presents an individual finding along with data justification.  Chapter five interprets and 



 

 

 
13 

discusses the results as it relates to the study’s research questions, literature review, and 

conceptual framework.  In synthesizing findings, I identify larger trends, offer implications 

for policy and practice, and make future research suggestions.  

Summary 

My interest in opportunity youth in higher education began with a reflection of my 

experience working with such a population.  I had the opportunity to reflect on the deficit-

view of opportunity youth and the business-model lens of community colleges in higher 

education discourse.  My goal was to shed light on partnership development and cultivation 

centered on opportunity youth’s experiential knowledge to provide important insight 

regarding relationship building.  Through a qualitative investigation of practitioner and 

student experiences, I used their perspectives to reveal the factors that impact partnerships 

and institutional transformation.  Ultimately, such perspectives will inform practitioners, 

researchers, and policymakers how relationships and critical discourse affects community 

college and nonprofit partnerships. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Although community college partnerships are a viable mechanism for serving 

students, there is scant research on best practices regarding the development of such 

initiatives, particularly those that support underserved populations like opportunity youth.  

Opportunity youth are young people between the ages of 16 and 24 who are neither in 

school nor working.  The purpose of my research is to examine organizational norms and 

how they support and/or hinder strategic partnerships that expand educational access for 

opportunity youth.  More specifically, I explore the following research question: What 

factors shape the development of community college and nonprofit partnerships focused 

on college access for opportunity youth?  

In order to develop an in-depth understanding of this phenomenon, in this section I 

present an extensive synthesis of literature regarding both the historical and contemporary 

contexts in which such partnerships developed.  I organize the literature under three major 

themes: (a) historical context, (b) college access predictors, and (c) institutional 

transformation.  First, in the historical context section I discuss college access programs 

for opportunity youth.  Second, I describe the college access predictors.  Lastly, in regards 

to partnerships and decision-making, I address the concept of institutional transformation 

as a strategy for sustainability.  Combined, these three themes inform the way in which 

community colleges and nonprofits can form partnerships to maximize effectiveness in 

supporting college access for opportunity youth. 

Historical Context of College Access for Opportunity Youth 

Understanding the historical context of college access is crucial to identify gaps in 

the cradle-to-college pipeline.  In particular, the post-WWII era that began in the late-1940s 
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represented a time in which federal support and initiatives for college access increased.  

Census data from 1940 reveals that less than 2 percent of the nation’s 19–20 year-old 

college students were students of color.  In 1940, high school graduation rates in the South 

were about 30 percent lower than elsewhere in the U.S and the Latino high school 

graduation rate was 16 percent (Kim & Rury, 2007).  Furthermore, 45 percent of White 

19–20 year olds attended college after graduation, compared to 13 percent of African 

American graduates and one percent of Latinos (Choy, 2001; Kim & Rury, 2007).  These 

national trends for high school graduation and college enrollment were indicative of the 

national need to strengthen the pipeline for students, especially first-generation and other 

nontraditional college students. 

President Lyndon Johnson’s “war on poverty” during the 1960s led to various 

legislative measures that supported higher education.  President Johnson signed the 1964 

Civil Rights Act and the 1965 Economic Opportunity Act (EOA), which not only mandated 

the illegality of discrimination based on race or sex, but also included financial aid 

provisions for low-income students (Kim & Rury, 2007).  Additionally, the Office of 

Economic Opportunity created and housed the Special Programs for Students from 

Disadvantaged Backgrounds known as TRIO programs.  TRIO is not an acronym, but 

rather a name given to the first three programs: Upward Bound, Educational Talent Search, 

and Student Support Services (U.S. Department of Education, 2007).  The primary goal of 

TRIO programs is to “provide educational opportunities for all U.S. citizens by increasing 

college readiness and developing higher education aspirations among students from low-

income, first-generation college, and ethnic/racial minority backgrounds” (Pitre & Pitre, 

2009, pp. 96–97).  Currently, TRIO programs have expanded to include a total of six main 



 

 

 
16 

programs.  Recipients of such grants, depending on the specific program, are institutions 

of higher education, public and private agencies, and organizations with experience serving 

underrepresented youth.  While the availability of federally funded educational opportunity 

programs led to an increase in enrollment rates for all populations, women and 

underrepresented students especially gained access.     

Although college access initiatives have continued to exist across K–12 and higher 

education institutions, there are still 6.7 million opportunity youth (Annie E. Casey 

Foundation, 2012).  In efforts to expand education and employment opportunities, 

President Barack Obama signed into law the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act 

(WIOA) on July 22, 2014.  WIOA is designed to help job seekers access employment, 

education, training, and support services to succeed in the labor market and to match 

employers with the skilled workers (Department of Labor, 2015b).  WIOA supersedes the 

Workforce Investment Act of 1998 and amends the Adult Education and Family Literacy 

Act, the Wagner-Peyser Act, and the Rehabilitation Act of 1973.  WIOA youth program 

funding calls for a 75 percent allocation for out-of-school youth, emphasizing the need to 

target education and training programs for youth that are not enrolled in school and/or 

employed.  

As illustrated by past national initiatives, various strategies have been implemented 

by organizations in efforts to improve access, retention, and persistence in higher 

education.  However, almost one in five youth are identified as opportunity youth (Annie 

E. Casey Foundation, 2012), indicating that gaps still exist in the education pipeline and 

policies.  A 2012 study of TRIO programs found four out of the six programs to be 

moderately effective, one ineffective, and one’s effectiveness inconclusive (Congressional 
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Research Service, 2012).  Ultimately, programs alone will not improve the outcomes for 

opportunity youth; local, state, and federal policies must change to address not only the 

academic, but the psychosocial and environmental factors that affect youth’s ability to 

access education.  Understanding the historical context of college access is essential to 

developing programs and reforming policies to increase access to post-secondary 

education. 

College Access Predictors 

A 2010 study of former foster youth between the ages of 23 and 24 found that only 

six percent attained a post-secondary education degree (Courtney et al., 2011).  A young 

person’s ability to access higher education depends on more than just academic skills and 

abilities.  Research identifies four main predictors of college access for all students: (a) 

financial resources, (b) support networks, (c) college and financial aid knowledge and 

information, and (c) K–14 educational pipelines (Arbona & Nora, 2007; Bruce et al., 2011; 

Cooper et al., 2014; Engle, 2007; Nevarez & Rico, 2007; Solórzano et al., 2013).  The 

identification of college access predictors is critical to the development of strategies that 

target students who do not attempt to enroll in higher education or are pushed out of 

college. 

Financial Resources 

Students’ financial resources are a strong predictor of enrollment due to the high 

costs associated with attending college.  Since financial resources are measured by income, 

low-income students, who tend to be students of color, have significantly fewer chances to 

enroll in college (Zaff et al., 2014).  In 2012, only 52 percent of children from families in 

the bottom fifth of the income distribution enrolled in postsecondary education right after 
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high school graduation, compared to 82 percent of graduating students from families in the 

top fifth of the income distribution (The Executive Office of the President, 2014). 

Scholars also found that for first-generation college students, factors related to 

money were significant in college choice processes (Bourke & Jayman, 2011; Engle, 2007; 

Jayakumar et al., 2013; Rumberger, 2013).  In one study, the deciding factors included 

cost, capacity to obtain financial aid, ability to reside at home, ability to have an easy 

commute, and the ability to work while in school (Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998).  On 

the other hand, for traditional students, the main factors were location and institutional 

prestige (Inkelas, Daver, Vogt, & Leonard, 2007; Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005). 

According to the Road Map Project (2012), nearly three quarters of opportunity 

youth come from a low-income background, making them dependent on the availability of 

grant dollars and loans (Bridgeland & Elder, 2012).  As both federal and state governments 

decrease financial resources available to college students, students from lower 

socioeconomic backgrounds find it difficult to pay for their education.  The lack of 

financial support places students in an arduous predicament.  For example, they must work 

additional hours while taking fewer units, ultimately slowing their progress, increasing 

frustration, and accelerating dropout rates.  Research also shows that fewer hours worked 

are directly tied to greater course success rates.  Thus, organizations supporting college 

access and success for students with financial barriers must consider the college access 

limitations resulting from low access to financial resources.   

Support Networks 

In addition to financial barriers, research indicates that lack of support networks 

also creates challenges for opportunity youth.  Support from significant others, such as 
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parents, siblings, partners, and friends are important (Auerbach, 2004; Fries et al., 2012).  

Research indicates that parental involvement can make a significant difference in student 

achievement (Auerbach, 2004; Wherry, 2010).  As “student success is related to parent 

expectations and forcefulness in educational goal setting” (Wherry, 2010, p. 3), young 

adults lacking such social capital are more likely to disengage from education.  Despite the 

central role parents can play in the college choice process, several researchers highlight 

barriers parents face in their quest to be involved in their child’s education (Auerbach, 

2004; Pena, 2000; Sil, 2007).  Such barriers are linked to socioeconomic status and ethnic 

backgrounds.  In order to access information that will provide parents with the tools 

necessary to support and guide their children to enroll and succeed in post-secondary 

education, parents must participate in K–12 events.  However, schools’ lack of adequate 

resources and capacity to create comfortable climates for parents—especially those not 

formally educated and/or non-English speaking—tends to decrease parent participation 

(Pena, 2000).  Thus, youth that lack parental support may find support elsewhere, including 

family, friends, or mentors (Schuyler Center for Analysis & Advocacy, 2007).   

First-generation students lack college and financial aid information to make 

informed decisions.  Examinations of social capital argue that familial support is imperative 

to the success of opportunity youth (Choy, 2001; Engle, Bermeo, & O’Brien, 2006).  

However, according to the Government Accountability Office (2008), opportunity youth 

are defined as lacking family or other social supports (Fernandes & Gabe, 2009).  Thus, 

opportunity youth are least likely to rely on supports from their parents than traditional 

youth.  In turn, network supports are important to help demystify college myths.  Such 
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myths could invariably discourage an interested and otherwise studious candidate from 

pursuing academic interests.   

College and Financial Aid Information 

Research shows that having an understanding of college and financial aid is crucial 

to college enrollment (Engle, 2007; Florida, 2013; MacDonald & Marsh, 2001; Seita, 2005; 

Susman, 1996).  Support networks are key to college access, but often key supporters are 

unfamiliar with navigating the college system, especially for first-generation college 

students.  Frequently, opportunity youth are not only estranged from the traditional 

educational system but their immediate families as well.  This leads to a break or gap in 

information flow from others that may have attended college and been able to offer insights 

on how and where to apply and fund their college education.  Financial aid information 

would help offset the lack of financial resources for many opportunity youth.  In the same 

vein, college information would help understand the enrollment process and expectations, 

as well as minimize fears of pursuing higher education.  Together, high school budget 

shortages, over-enrollment, staff capacity, and counselors’ caseloads make the 

dissemination of information and individualized follow-up difficult (Auerbach, 2004; 

Choy, 2001; Engle, 2007; Knapp et al., 2006; Nunez & Carroll, 1998).   

Parents of first-generation college students have limited knowledge regarding the 

bureaucracies of community colleges (Engle et al., 2006).  Few families without a history 

of college enrollment have sufficient knowledge to help their children navigate the system.  

They have not experienced college applications, financial aid, enrollment, and campus life.  

Although parents are referred to as one of the top three sources of college information and 
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support for students, many parents hold inaccurate beliefs and knowledge of college access 

(Auerbach, 2004).   

Narrowing the information gap will demystify myths on college planning, financial 

aid, college enrollment, and even college life.  Increasing parent involvement and education 

will address the information gap as parents gain opportunities to make sense of all of the 

college information for their own children.  In order for young adults to pursue education, 

they must be engaged and informed throughout the process.  College and financial 

information is imperative to make the most educated college choices.  Since opportunity 

youth are in various stages of secondary and post-secondary education, additional 

information must be disseminated.  Information includes, but is not limited to, financial 

aid, developmental courses, and GED preparation and certificate.  Strategies and 

partnerships to disseminate information and orient students and their support network are 

crucial.    

K–14 Educational Pipeline 

High school academic preparation and achievement is crucial to promote self-

efficacy in higher education (Engle, 2007; MacDonald & Marsh, 2001; Nunez & Carroll, 

1998).  Students that are not academically prepared tend to require academic 

developmental classes in post-secondary education (Auerbach, 2004; Choy, 2001; Engle, 

2007; Gandara, 1998; U.S. Department of Education, 2000).  Developmental classes focus 

on preparing students to take college-level math and English courses.  Although such 

classes prepare students for a college degree, they actually have no credit towards degree 

attainment.  Simply put, the consequences in taking developmental classes are that they 

cost money and prolong college completion dates. 
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If K–12 and college institutions fail to develop seamless transition pathways and 

articulation agreements, students will continue to be pushed out of the traditional 

educational pipeline.  Advanced academic preparation and dual enrollment are two 

strategies that have been successful at moving students along the K–14 educational 

pipeline.  Dual enrollment, the practice of allowing and encouraging high school students 

to enroll in college early, used to be limited to students exhibiting high academic 

achievement or those who had mastered high school curriculum (Howley, 2013).  

However, recent research and practice suggests that dual enrollment is an effective strategy 

for developing and strengthening links between high schools and post-secondary 

institutions for students of all academic levels (Howley, 2013; Hugh 2001).  Since the early 

2000s, dual enrollment options have been available to a wider range of students such as 

first-generation students (Howley, 2013).  Dual enrollment programs provide opportunities 

for first-generation students to learn about colleges, develop useful study skills, and gain 

confidence (Hugo, 2011).  Programs exposing first-generation students to higher-level 

courses not only provide academic enrichment but inspire and motivate students to 

navigate systems of higher education. 

College access predictors shape outreach and services provided by CBNs and 

community colleges.  As it relates to targeted dropout prevention, services must include 

college information dissemination, intensive academic preparation, and articulation 

agreements between K–12 and community colleges.  To address the lack of college access 

for opportunity youth, organizations must acknowledge that this population is rarely 

considered in the development of strategies meant to address academic, environmental, and 

other structural barriers within the educational pipeline.  As organizational leaders 
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contemplate partnership development to address college access, it is important to consider 

opportunity youth’s experiences and the interventions necessary to their reintegration into 

the educational pipeline.  Additionally, it is important to understand opportunity youth’s 

experiences in college to better prepare young people and practitioners to ensure 

persistence and success in higher education. 

Opportunity Youth Experiences in College 

There is no research on opportunity youth experiences in college; much of the 

research is focused around first-generation college students.  According to the Clinton 

Global Initiative (2016), opportunity youth face unique challenges similar to first-

generation students.  Opportunity youth are strongly correlated with the percentage of 

adults with a post-secondary degree or higher and with poverty levels—emphasizing that 

opportunity youth are more likely to come from communities in which neither parent 

earned at least an associate degree and those who may disproportionately live in 

economically disadvantaged communities (Measure of America, 2016).  In general, 

community college and first-generation students are more likely to be employed full-time, 

attend class part-time, and be older than the traditional college student (Choy, 2001; 

Howley et al., 2013; Nomi, 2005).  As a result, they typically struggle with numerous 

personal and financial issues while attending community college.  In relation to students 

with moderate to high parental education, first-generation college students have difficulty 

integrating into the college environment and persisting past their first year (Cumming, 

2007; Perna & Titus, 2005). 

For many opportunity youth, the college environment is a completely new territory 

that they will need to navigate.  Traditional students tend to experience college as a 
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continuation of high school; however, as a result of a drop-off moment—middle school, 

high school, or post-high school—college for opportunity youth constitutes a “disjunction” 

in their lives (Engle et al., 2006).  Due to a lack of college-going experiences, opportunity 

youth face more complex academic, social, and cultural transitions, especially during the 

crucial first year.  How a young person navigates such transitions while integrating into the 

college environment has a deep impact on their success.  

Academic Integration 

Opportunity youth tend to perform at lower academic levels in college than their 

peers, even when taking prior preparation and performance into account (Chen, 2005; 

Lohfink & Paulson, 2005).  Research attributes opportunity youth’s low academic levels 

to the lack of confidence in their abilities to succeed in college, even when they have the 

same skills and preparation as their peers whose parents attended and graduated from 

college (Engle, 2007; Nunez & Carroll, 1998).  In efforts to mitigate the challenges of 

academic transitions, colleges have implemented initiatives like bridge programs, open 

tutoring labs, noncredit open entry and exit courses, soft skill workshops (i.e., study skills, 

time management, and so on), and more intensive academic advisement (Bui, 2002; 

Congressional Research Service, 2012; Pike & Kugh, 2005; U.S. Department of Education, 

2000; Zaff et al., 2014).  Such outside-of-the-classroom strategies are crucial to the success 

of students, but even more important is the activity happening inside the classroom.  This 

is evident by the more recent shift in the research, focusing on the instructor–student 

relationship inside the classroom (Clinton Global Initiative, 2016; Engle et al., 2006; 

Inkelas et al., 2007; Whittaker & Montgomery, 2014). 
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Ultimately, opportunity youth are in college to learn.  The impact of the activity 

inside the classroom has a direct influence on the ease of academic transitions.  Teaching 

pedagogy and methodologies are focused on improving student engagement while 

improving reading comprehension, mathematical abilities, and critical thinking (Cumming, 

2007; Elam, Stratton, & Gibson, 2007; Engle et al., 2006).  Such strategies call for 

additional resources, integration of technology, and ultimately, for positive instructor–

student relationship in which the student feels comfortable and appreciated (Elam et al., 

2007).  Student-centered strategies are especially critical when working with opportunity 

youth that have not yet integrated into the college environment (Elam et al., 2007; Lohfink 

& Paulsen, 2005). 

Social Integration 

Research argues that social integration into college is directly aligned to a student’s 

success in college (Pike et al., 2005; Rennie Center for Education Research & Policy, 

2014).  Founding director of the Higher Education Research Institute at University of 

California and of the Cooperative Institutional Research Program, Dr. Alexander Astin 

(1984) published the Theory of Involvement, suggesting that student behavior—specifically 

the amount of time and energy spent on the collegiate experience—is positively correlated 

to persistence.  The National Survey of Student Engagement (2016) and other researchers 

have found that the more involved students are in an institution, the more invested they 

will be (Cumming, 2007; Terenzini et al., 1994).  Recognizing that the majority of 

community colleges are commuter campuses because they do not offer on-campus housing, 

community colleges have the additional challenge of identifying strategies to socially 

engage the campus community.  The opportunity youth first-year experience is crucial to 
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ensure students are able to acclimate in such new environment (Elam et al., 2007; Inkelas 

et al., 2007).   

Once enrolled in college, opportunity youth are more likely to attend class part-

time and work, which severely limits the time spent on campus to strengthen their social 

integration.  They are not only taking lower loads academically but also neglecting to get 

involved in the fiber of on-campus student life, which plays a pivotal role in their sense of 

belonging.  Engaging in social experiences that focus on academic success such as study 

groups, attending instructor office hours, participating in extracurricular activities (clubs, 

sports, leadership, and so on), and using supportive services aids in finding one’s niche in 

college (Astin, 1984; Chen, 2005; Engle et al., 2006; Terenzini et al., 1994).  Not engaging 

in such social experiences are attributed to numerous factors.  For example, commuting to 

campus makes it difficult for students to participate in activities that are not scheduled 

around their classes (Cumming, 2007; Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005).  Furthermore, enrolling 

as a part-time student equates to spending even less time on campus.  As it relates to 

extracurricular academic involvement such as study groups and office hours, in addition to 

requiring time outside of the classroom, it also requires a level of social confidence to 

interact with both peers and instructors (Pike & Kugh, 2005; Zaff et al., 2014).  Terenzini 

et al. (1994) documented that first-generation students delayed involvement in 

extracurricular activities and informal peer group interactions during the first year, which 

further emphasizes that such students would most likely have friends who were also 

disengaged from the college social experience or from post-secondary education 

altogether.  Such patterns in one’s social circle reflect the cultural transition and adaptation 

opportunity youth experience in college. 
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Cultural Adaptation 

As described by the literature, first-generation students not only face obstacles in 

their academic and social transition, but major barriers connecting their new college culture 

with their family/community culture (Engle et al., 2006).  As they struggle to connect both 

“worlds,” they also experience isolation and push back.  Researchers describes the guilt 

many first-generation students feel about having the opportunity to attend college while 

others in their family did not have the same opportunity (Engle et al., 2006; Inkelas et al., 

2007).  Such students attend school wondering if it is fair for them to be there while their 

parents and their families struggle financially (Weare et al., 2014; Susman, 1996), if their 

academic performance is up to par (Chen, 2005; Solórzano, 1992), and if they will ever 

have a true sense of belonging (Seita, 2005; Terenzini et al., 1994).  

The feeling of needing to adapt to both worlds in isolation is reported to be stressful 

for students (Bui, 2002; Engle, 2007).  At home, first-generation students report that 

relationships with friends and families are strained and difficult to maintain because of the 

perception that they are changing and separating from their roots (Aleman et al., 2013; 

Engle et al., 2006).  On the other hand, at school, they feel as if they were outsiders because 

they do not have the same academic preparation (Pike & Kugh, 2005; Rumberger, 2011), 

income status (Martinez & Klopott, 2005; Nunez & Carroll, 1998), or social capital (Perna 

& Titus, 2005; Solórzano, 1992).  The social loss of the connection with loved ones 

resulting from cultural adaptation of an academic world that does not always welcome first-

generation students is many times painful, uncomfortable, and even unbearable (Engle et 

al., 2006; Fernandes & Gabe, 2009; Jayakumar et al., 2013; Pike & Kugh, 2005).  

Therefore, to ensure the college culture is welcoming to all students, post-secondary 
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institutions must not only acknowledge and address such issues, but identify strategies to 

institutionalize change.  Opportunity youth are in essence losing part of their social capital, 

even as they fail to acquire any in return by adopting an academic lifestyle.  In turn, this 

cultural adaptation has a negative impact on their college success rates. 

Challenging the Dominant Discourse 

With an open access mission, array of programs, and diversity in student 

composition—namely, demographics, academic preparation, academic goals, and more— 

community colleges are the least understood of post-secondary institutions in terms of the 

literature and research describing their mission, role, operations, and performance (Sydow 

& Alfred, 2013).  Community colleges are studied as businesses that serve marginalized 

students with low performance rates.  Low performance rates are then attributed to the 

students served rather than the quality of programs, services, and teaching pedagogy.  As 

an institution primarily operating on enrollment-based budgets, when measured in relation 

to the resources needed to support enrollment growth, colleges do not fare well (Sydow & 

Alfred, 2013).  Ultimately, the one-size-fits-all approach is a product many times driven 

by external demands (i.e., industry, partners, government, policies, benchmarks, funding, 

and so on) rather than the customer—the student.  

As studies identify open access to all students as major contributors to the lack of 

success from community colleges, opportunity youth continue to be marginalized in the 

literature.  According to researchers, the urgency to support opportunity youth is primarily 

their effect on the economy (Fernandes & Gabe, 2009; Susman, 1996; Zaff et al., 2014).  

The argument is that the higher their education level, the higher their income.  Thus, if 

opportunity youth proceed to obtain post-secondary degrees, they will obtain better 
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employment and ultimately, contribute more to the economy.  On the other hand, if 

opportunity youth enter employment with entry-level skills and limited academic 

achievement, they will most likely need government aide and will not contribute their 

maximum potential to the economy (Fernandes & Gabe, 2009).  

Theoretical Framework 

Academic research traditionally describes partnerships, community colleges, and 

opportunity youth using economics discourse.  Partnerships are characterized as 

opportunities resulting from resource dependency stemming from deficits within an 

organization.  Deficits are primarily attributed to the limitations in funding that lead to gaps 

in staffing capacity and physical space necessary to provide services.  Resource 

dependency alludes to negotiations and personal interest being at the core of partnerships; 

in which an organization leverages its assets to fill gaps (Fehr, 2012; Malatesta & Smith, 

2014).  More specifically, community college partnerships are seen as a mechanism to 

increase and maintain enrollments to ultimately increase their operating budget. 

The theoretical framework used to theorize and examine my study was critical race 

theory (CRT).  Rooted in legal studies, CRT is a critical examination of race and racism in 

society (Yosso, 2005).  Educational scholars have used CRT as a theoretical and analytical 

framework that challenges the different forms of social inequities reinforced through the 

institution of higher education and its impact on the educational structures, practices, and 

discourses (Hiraldo, 2010; Solórzano, Ceja, & Yosso, 2000).  The basic CRT model 

consists of five tenets: (a) intersectionality of racism and other forms of oppression; (b) 

need to challenge dominant ideologies; (c) commitment to social justice; (d) the centrality 

of experiential knowledge; and (e) transdisciplinary perspectives (Solórzano et al., 2000; 
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Yosso, 2005).  Collectively, such tenets provide a framework to address systemic 

inequalities in education by capitalizing on the experiences of young people and 

practitioners to transform the institution of higher education. 

As community colleges continue to work with students of color, practitioners must 

examine the campus climate to ensure inclusivity.  Positive learning environments foster 

inclusion of students, administrators, and faculty of color, culturally sensitive and relevant 

curriculum, student support services for students of color, and a college mission that 

supports and promotes diversity (Solórzano et al., 2000).  The various tenets of CRT can 

be used to uncover the ingrained societal disparities that support a system of privilege and 

oppression (Hiraldo, 2010).  Thus, this research challenges the deficit-based discourse of 

opportunity youth and emphasizes the perspectives of practitioners entrenched in the work. 

Deficit Discourse of Opportunity Youth and Partnerships 

Deficit thinking argues that opportunity youth and their families are at fault for their 

poor academic performance.  Dominant discourse articulates that opportunity youth are not 

successful because they, along with their family, do not value and/or support education and 

because they enter college without the appropriate soft skills and academic preparation.  

CRT shifts the lens away from a deficit view of opportunity youth as individuals lacking 

capital, and instead focuses on the forms of capital that can be drawn from their personal 

and academic experiences.  For this particular study, experiential knowledge is key to the 

various forms of capital brought forth by opportunity youth.  

Experiential knowledge of students of color have been viewed as a deficit in formal 

learning environments (Thayer-Bacon, Stone, & Sprecher, 2013).  My study challenges the 

dominant deficit-based discourse of opportunity youth by underscoring the contributions 



 

 

 
31 

experiential knowledge has brought to institutions of higher education.  CRT scholar Yosso 

(2005) argues that students of color bring with them the knowledge from their homes and 

communities into the classroom—such perspectives call for a commitment to develop 

schools that acknowledge the multiple strengths of communities of color to fight toward 

social and racial justice.  Asset-based discourse of opportunity youth can, in turn, be 

applied to partnerships supporting marginalized students. 

Partnership literature focuses on the need to allocate resources, which emphasizes 

how partners are primarily identified to help fill deficits in an organization.  In alignment 

to one of the pillars of CRT, the theory of interest convergence states that white people will 

support racial justice only when there is something advantageous to them—when a 

convergence between interests and social justice exists (Caraballo, 2009).  Overall, 

literature positions higher education institutions as the superior entity with more interests 

and decision power.  Conversely, nonprofit organizations are depicted as focused more on 

social justice and more flexible to external demands.  Thus, it is inferred that community 

colleges tend to connect with nonprofit organizations when they need unrestricted funding, 

enrollment growth, and support navigating their bureaucracies. 

Although the end goal may be similar, interest convergence continues to perpetuate 

a deficit-based discourse.  Acknowledging and celebrating opportunity youth through an 

asset-based lens provides better insight into the current operations, areas of improvement, 

and opportunities.  A CRT lens is critical of higher education institutions partnering to fill 

gaps by simply creating boutique programs.  Rather, community partnerships have the 

opportunity to increase the depth and breadth of the social justice movement by providing 

a platform for historically underserved students to share their stories and to be comfortable 
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in counter-spaces.  Ultimately, it is the practitioners within such organizations that lead and 

champion the work.  Hence, it is crucial that their experiences are not only studied, but 

shared with academic scholars. 

Practitioner Perspective 

Community college, opportunity youth, and partnership literature is primarily from 

the perspective of high-level executives, federal departments, private foundations, or 

academic scholars.  My study provides a perspective from those entrenched in the work, 

such as direct service staff, faculty, mid-level managers, and senior managers.  I use CRT 

to give voice to the practitioners that are making local-level decisions that directly impact 

the day-to-day of the lives of opportunity youth in their community. 

Practitioners bring forth a unique perspective because they experience both student 

direct contact and executive-level decision-making.  Practitioners play an important role of 

interpreting policies, developing programs, coordinating services, and implementing 

strategies.  The experiential knowledge brought forth by such experts in the field 

contributes to the success of each individual organization and to their success as a 

collaborative unit.  In addition to the transactional aspects of providing services and 

programs, practitioners’ transformational qualities have the ability to create and strengthen 

relationships with opportunity youth.  

Academic scholars Solórzano et al. (2000) describe counter-spaces as sites where 

deficits and notions of people of color can be challenged and where a positive racial climate 

can exist.  Partnerships between community colleges and nonprofit organizations have the 

opportunity to create counter-spaces.  Opportunity youth develop academic and social 

counter-spaces as a mechanism to address racial microaggressions and overt 
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discrimination.  Counter-spaces foster learning and supportive environments that validate 

personal experiences.  Ultimately, in order to listen to the voice of students of color, the 

campus racial climate must be viewed through their lenses.  The student college experience 

is affected by the environment created and the supports put in place.  Consequently, as 

leaders move towards a more student-centered framework, it is imperative that strategies 

move towards the direction of institutional transformation.  

Institutional Transformation 

In acknowledging and understanding the experiences of opportunity youth, 

community colleges have developed programs and built partnerships to support college 

access.  Research indicates that although such programs yield high-impact practices, they 

remain boutique programs that are rarely scaled to serve most students that can potentially 

benefit (Price, McMaken, & Kioukis, 2015; Zachry Rutschow et al., 2011).  In thinking 

about scaling and sustainability, it is essential to consider the concept of institutional 

transformation.  Institutional transformation alters organizational structure, culture, norms, 

values, and assumptions under which the institution functions (Ecker & Kezar, 2003; 

Schein, 1984).  Although various transformative change models exist, two core elements 

must be present: leadership (Bragg, 2015; Zachry Rutschow et al., 2011) and second-order 

change (Kezar, 2001; Shields, 2010).  Both principles must be present in order for true 

transformation to take place (Kezar, 2001; Kotter, 1998). 

Leadership 

Central to the implementation of institutional reform are transformative leaders 

committed to change (Zachry Rutschow et al., 2011).  Transformative leaders are advocates 

for opportunity, access, and equity for all students—in particular for students that have 
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historically struggled to obtain access to higher education (Bragg, 2015).  “Transformative 

leadership, therefore, inextricably links education and educational leadership with the 

wider social context within which it is embedded” (Shields, 2010, p. 559).  Institutional 

reform calls for buy-in and commitment from leadership across all levels, in particular the 

President/Chancellor and his/her leadership team (Zachry Rutschow et al., 2011).  In 

addition to such commitment, research shows that transformative leadership qualities are 

essential to implement change (Fullan, 2007; Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 2005; Sosik 

& Dionne, 1997). 

 The four main qualities of a transformative leader are idealized influence, 

inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individualized consideration (Bass, 

1985; Sosik & Dionne, 1997).  Idealized influence refers to the ability to model behavior 

through exemplary achievements, character, and behavior (Marzano et al., 2005).  

Furthermore, charismatic qualities of a leader include trust, confidence, and admiration 

from employees (Bass, 1990).  Inspirational motivation is characterized by the 

communication of high performance expectations aligned to a vision that clarifies the 

direction in which an institution is moving (Bass, 1990; Marzano et al., 2005; Kotter, 

1998).  Scale requires a willingness and commitment to change organizational structures, 

address power and hierarchy, and to build a common vision that can be supported by 

administration, faculty, and staff (Kotter, 1998; Price et al., 2015).  Intellectually 

stimulating leaders encourage and enable others to look at problems from different angles, 

to reformulate assumptions, and to develop transformational approaches to tasks by being 

creative and innovative (Fullan, 2007; Sosik & Dionne, 1997).  Individualized 

consideration refers to a leader’s genuine interest and concern for the needs and feelings of 
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their followers.  In contrast, denying the validity or limiting the types of emotions in the 

workplace cuts off ideas, solutions, and new perspectives that can be contributed (Duck, 

1998; Fullan, 2007).  Emphasizing ideas and emotions fosters capacity development and 

higher levels of commitment to an organization (Duck, 1998; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2000). 

 The qualities of a transformative leader generate buy-in from a broad base of 

stakeholders necessary to support scale and transformative change (Fullan, 2007; 

Leithwood & Jantzi, 2000).  In order to transform an organization, leaders must form a 

guiding coalition with enough power to form and drive the reform agenda (Kotter, 1998).  

By creating formal and informal communication channels, colleges can ensure that both 

early supporters are continuously engaged and new supporters continue to join the 

movement (Price et al., 2015).  Such communication channels create an urgency for 

change, generating interest and increased participation from internal stakeholders 

(administrators, faculty, staff, and students) and external stakeholders (employers, 

nongovernmental organization, government, community at large, and so forth), while 

increasing the interaction amongst each other (Kotter, 1998; Mader et al., 2013).  The 

broader the stakeholder engagement, the more human and financial resources acquired to 

make changes.  Human and financial resources are necessary to scale innovations leading 

to institutional transformation through second-order change (Bragg et al., 2014). 

Second-order Change in a Cultural Context 

Institutional transformation is based on the notion that structures, cultures, and 

processes within an institution are flawed (Marzano et al., 2005).  Literature identifies two 

types of changes that can be applied to an organization: first-order and second-order change 

(Greenberg, 2011; Kezar, 2001; Marzano et al., 2005).  First-order change is defined as 
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continuous and involves no major shifts; rather, this includes minor adjustments and 

improvements in specific areas of an organization (Kezar, 2001).  On the other hand, 

second-order change is transformational, as it radically changes the core of an 

organization—values, mission, culture, processes, and structure (Greenberg, 2011; Kezar, 

2001). 

Second-order change is characterized as multidimensional, multilevel, 

discontinuous, irrational, and leading a paradigm shift (Kezar, 2001).  Multidimensional 

and multilevel refers to the various aspects within an organization and the individuals, 

groups, and overall organization that second-order changes affect (Marzano et al., 2005). 

Unlike first-order change, second-order is non-linear and non-incremental (Greenberg, 

2011).  The irrational quality of transformative change is that it does not act on logic or on 

“business as usual,” but rather a different set of expectations and standards (Kezar, 2001).  

Thus, second-order innovation requires a paradigm shift from an institution that is 

grounded on tradition and rationality (Bergquist, 1992).  

A paradigm shift in a community college institution requires leaders to understand 

the academic culture and how it can be shaped.  The four characteristics of academic culture 

are collegial, managerial, developmental, and negotiating (Bergquist, 1992).  The collegial 

culture emphasizes how faculty members are at the center of the purpose of the institution.  

The managerial culture embraces established goals and accomplishments while valuing 

hierarchy and effectiveness.  Faculty and student development is at the center of 

developmental culture; it finds meaning in furthering the growth of its college community.  

The negotiating culture values equitable and egalitarian policies and procedures for 

resource distribution.  The values and assumptions associated with specific academic 
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cultures should be used to plan institutional transformation plans and processes (Bergquist, 

1992).  Institutional transformation focuses on issues and how they are influenced by 

organizational culture, rather than attempting to change the culture directly (Schein, 1984).  

It is important to understand how culture is simultaneously helping and hindering problem-

solving at an institution by using evidence to understand what is working and what is not 

working (Bragg, 2015; Whittaker & Montgomery, 2014).  Second-order change is 

supported by the use of evidence to identify problems and solutions (Bragg, 2015; Zachry 

Rutschow et al., 2011).  Although the process may vary, transformative change models’ 

ultimate goal is second-order change led by a visionary leader (Kezar, 2001; Kotter, 1998). 

Summary 

The conclusions that can be drawn from the research is that opportunity youth have 

been supported by college-nonprofit partnerships for the past three decades (Bringle & 

Hathcher, 2002; Institute for Higher Education Policy, 2012; Morest, 2013).  Due to limited 

resources, time, and mission scope, community colleges require support from partners to 

provide targeted support for opportunity youth.  Collaboration, resource dependence, and 

networks are important factors that shape the decision-making around such partnerships.  

Further, research has identified how college access predictors are indeed considered when 

developing strategies and partnerships to ensure college opportunities for underserved 

communities of color. 

Previous research discusses the purpose of partnerships as serving a business-

oriented outcome for a population that continues to be marginalized by the economic 

discourse.  While research has revealed best practices and challenges regarding programs 

and direct services, little is actually known about how norms of organizations might need 
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to shift to serve such collaboration.  A scarcity of research examines the key aspects of 

strategic partnerships between community colleges and CBNs, in particular, the 

characteristics that shape successful partnerships and create mutual benefits across all 

stakeholders.  With this study, I explore the nuances of partnerships as a means to 

institutionalize a culture that is asset-based and give voice to the people at the core of such 

partnerships.  The following chapter addresses my methodological choices to address the 

gaps in the literature. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

In seeking to understand the phenomenon of partnerships, the study addressed four 

research questions.  The main research question—What factors shape the development of 

community college–nonprofit partnerships focused on the college access for opportunity 

youth?—was supported by the following three sub-questions: 

1. What constitutes a successful strategic partnership between two public sector 

organizations?  

2. How do community colleges institutionalize practices and policies as a result of 

collaborative projects? 

3. How do community colleges integrate opportunity youth’s experiential knowledge 

in their academic and support services? 

These questions provide insight from key stakeholders about the development, impact, and 

challenges of CC–CBN partnerships.  Centering the voice on opportunity youth and 

practitioner experience, the research questions were designed to be exploratory.  The 

purpose of this ethnographic case study was to examine behaviors, beliefs, and values 

shared among key stakeholders involved in a community college and community-based 

nonprofit organization (CC–CBN) partnership.  

Critical Race Theory 

Research reflects a deficit discourse of opportunity youth; the urgency to address 

opportunity youth issues is emphasized by the economic burden such youth have on the 

economy, their lack of social capital, and their academic shortfalls (Bourke & Alyson, 

2010; Florida, 2013; Rumberger, 2011; Susman, 1996; Zaff et al., 2014).  Critical race 

theory (CRT) was utilized to theorize, examine, and challenge the ways race and racism 
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implicitly and explicitly impact social structures, practices, and discourses (Yosso, 2005) 

about opportunity youth.  More specifically, CRT was applied to the analysis of the 

development and cultivation of partnership structures shaped by the perceptions of key 

individuals regarding opportunity youth’s potential contributions to higher education; the 

role of race and economic status in college aspirations and access; and ultimately, the vision 

for opportunity youth. 

Unlike traditional research, this study employs CRT to qualitatively examine the 

experiences of opportunity youth, community college practitioners, and nonprofit 

practitioners who have not only developed and cultivated partnerships, but have attempted 

to institutionalize practices.  My primary goal is to uncover factors that shape and 

contribute to relationship-building within partnerships, and to understand how personal 

experiences and asset-based discourse shapes the opportunity youth college experience. 

This chapter describes the study’s qualitative methodology and incudes discussions 

around the following areas: (a) research tradition, (b) research setting and context, (c) 

sampling and recruitment, (d) ethical issues, (e) data collection, (f) data analysis, and (g) 

researcher roles. 

Research Tradition 

Qualitative research is primarily exploratory and is used to gain an understanding 

of how the complexities of the sociocultural world are experienced, interpreted, and 

understood in a particular context (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012).  Utilizing a CRT 

framework, I employed an ethnographic case study approach to examine partnerships 

between community colleges and community-based nonprofits.  Case studies are an 

exploration of a bounded system of a case over time through in-depth data collection 
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involving multiple sources of information (Creswell, 1998).  I chose an ethnographic case 

study methodology because of my interest in people and organizational culture.  For the 

purpose of this study, organizational culture is viewed as the cognitive framework that 

consists of attitudes, values, behavioral norms, and expectations shared by organization 

members (Greenberg, 2011). 

An ethnographic research design is a useful approach for collecting and analyzing 

data regarding the cultural practices of a group or phenomenon.  It provides the framework 

for procedures and organization of social environments while enabling researchers to 

develop measures applicable for the setting (Merriam & Simpson, 2000).  Ethnography 

involves extensive observations of the group conducted through the researcher to interpret 

people’s constructions of reality and identify patterns in social interaction, behavior, and 

perspectives (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012; Glesne, 2011).  Thus, an ethnographic approach 

was appropriate in my desire to focus on the people and their interaction with one another.  

Unlike research focused on performance outcomes and resource allocation, this study 

shifted the perspective from transactional to more relationship-based.  Additionally, this 

approach ensured that the people remained at the core of this study. 

Within ethnography, researchers take the position as participant observers, in which 

they are afforded intimate opportunities to learn about the group or phenomenon from the 

participant themselves (Merriam & Simpson, 2000).  By narrowing my study to one 

partnership between two organizations, I focused on how key stakeholders within such 

cultural group construct and shape the meaning and implementation of their multi-faceted 

partnership (Glesne, 2011).  My data collection occurred primarily through participant 

observations of the partnership programming and semi-structured interviews with key 
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stakeholders within the partnership (Fetterman, 2010).  In context of the frequency of such 

partnerships, I argue that an in-depth examination of partnership culture shed light on how 

such collaborations might impact the building potential of college access programming for 

opportunity youth.  Findings can be used to inform community colleges and nonprofit 

organizations embarking on collaborative projects that support college access for 

opportunity youth.   

Research Setting and Context 

Institutional type plays an important role in the success of partnerships.  In selecting 

the sites for my study, I ensured that the organizations were involved in robust partnership 

work.  Thus, the sites selected have local, state, and national recognition of collaboration.  

In particular, the sites have robust WIOA programs and are the heart of the Promise Zones 

designation.  This project highlights the successful collaborative spirit between a 

community college and community-based nonprofit partnerships. 

A purposeful sampling procedure was used to select this study’s sample.  

Purposeful sampling is a method that is typical of case study methodology (Bloomberg & 

Volpe, 2012; Rossman & Rallis, 2012).  As the researcher, I was interested in analyzing 

and understanding a current CC–CBN partnership; thus, I utilized a criterion sub-strategy 

of purposeful sampling to dictate eligibility criteria for inclusion as a site in the study.  

Criterion purposeful sampling provided quality assurance (Patton, 2001) by ensuring that 

the partnership selected has sufficient history to describe successes and challenges of 

partnership development and cultivation.  

The criteria to select the community college was as follows: (a) more than five years 

of partnership with a nonprofit organization, (b) serves communities of color, and (c) serves 
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low-income communities.  The nonprofit selected required the following: (a) minimum of 

five years of collaboration with a community college, (b) serves opportunity youth, (c) 

serves low-income communities, and (d) generates a multi-dimensional partnership with 

the community college due to its active partnerships with additional entities.  The criteria 

for both the community college and the nonprofit organization helped understand the 

partnership’s perception of opportunity youth, their rationale behind such partnership, and 

the decision-making process within different organizational cultures.  

West Coast Community College 

I conducted fieldwork at a community college within a multi-college district in 

Southern California.  For the purpose of this study, the college will be referred to by the 

pseudonym West Coast Community College (WCCC).  Accredited by the Western 

Association of Schools and Colleges (WASC) and by the Accrediting Commission for 

Community and Junior Colleges (ACCJC), WCCC provides both academic and career and 

technical education (CTE) programs in which students receive certificates and/or degrees.  

WCCC serves about 23,000 students—12,000 full-time equivalent students.  Students who 

enroll at WCCC are primarily Latino (60 percent) and African American (24 percent).  

Furthermore, nearly half of all students work more than 30 hours per week; approximately 

this same percentage have indicated that they are attending college for job preparation.  

WCCC works closely with numerous partners to outreach and recruit, enroll students, and 

provide wraparound services to support student access, persistence, and retention.  Out of 

an estimate of 80 cultivated partnerships, 30 of those partnerships are with nonprofit 

organizations—the partnership with the Coalition for Youth and Community 

Empowerment (pseudonym) is the most developed. 
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Coalition for Youth and Community Empowerment 

The Coalition for Youth and Community Empowerment (CYCE) is a nonprofit 

organization located in Southern California.  In addition to the headquarter office, CYCE 

has nine satellite offices that also serve as program sites, one of which is co-located at the 

WCCC campus.  CYCE provides services for young people ages 16 to 24 that support the 

transition into post-secondary education and careers.  Services include, but are not limited 

to, academic support, training, career-building, and community resources.  CYCE has an 

operating budget of $7.4 million and staffs 51 employees.  Although CYCE has served 

opportunity youth for more than a decade, recent local and federal initiatives have 

increased the spotlight on serving such students through partnerships and programs. 

CC–CBN Partnership 

WCCC was an ideal setting for my study because it is involved in multiple college 

access partnerships, including those serving opportunity youth.  As partnership trends 

continue to rise, researchers and practitioners believe that a better understanding of this 

phenomenon would allow practitioners and decision-makers to proceed from a more 

informed perspective in terms of developing partnerships, supporting college access, and 

working with opportunity youth.  Significant initiatives that highlight partnership trends 

include, but are not limited to, U.S. Department of Labor’s (DOL) Workforce Innovation 

and Opportunity Act (WIOA) and U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development’s 

(HUD) Promise Zones.  WIOA is considered an economic initiative established to help job 

seekers access employment, education, training, and support services to succeed in the 

labor market and to match employers with skilled workers (U.S. Department of Labor, 

2015b).  Understanding WIOA is paramount to my study in that this policy specifically 
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allocated funding for opportunity youth.  More specifically, youth WIOA programs are 

now required to spend a minimum of 75 percent of their budget on services for opportunity 

youth.  The 55 percentage point increase emphasizes the urgency to support out-of-school 

youth.  WIOA reinforces the partnerships and strategies necessary to provide high-quality 

career services, education and training, and supportive services.  In alignment to DOL’s 

broader youth vision, partnerships are the core to an integrated service delivery system that 

calls for a collaborative approach in which states and local areas can leverage other federal, 

state, local, and philanthropic resources to support youth (U.S. Department of Labor, 

2015b).  

HUD Secretary Julian Castro stated, “Promise Zones bring the power of partnership 

to a whole new level as we seek to bring opportunity to neighborhoods long locked out of 

their area’s prosperity . . . I know just how powerful these collaborations are when it comes 

to building stronger, economically vital neighborhoods.”  HUD describes its Promise Zone 

initiative as high-poverty communities where the federal government partners with local 

leaders—nonprofit, education institutions, employers, government, and faith-based 

organizations—to increase economic activity, improve educational opportunities for all, 

reduce violent crime, leverage private investment, enhance public health, and address 

priorities identified by the community.  The federal designation is very competitive; only 

22 communities in the United States have been selected.  The community that I have 

selected has been awarded both WIOA funding and the Promise Zone designation.  

Furthermore, both of the organizations studied were the lead partners in the work. 

Utilizing a place-based community development approach, WCCC and CYCE’s 

partnership is complex and multi-faceted.  In addition to delivering services together, they 
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also sit in each other’s boards/workgroups, share staff, apply for grants together, and even 

more inspiring, are thought partners to each other’s daily operations.  Their shared mission 

and vision for the community allows the organizations to work together.  Although such 

alignment is important, even more significant are the people working in such organizations.  

Thus, my sample identified individuals with experiential knowledge on the subject. 

Sampling and Recruitment 

As the researcher, in efforts to analyze partnerships from multiple perspectives, I 

selected diverse participants who represent a range of components of partnership 

development.  This ethnographic study of the interaction between key administrators, direct 

service staff, and students allowed me to learn about the perception of opportunity youth 

and the services necessary to support college access.  As the researcher/ethnographer, I 

interpreted the participants’ understanding of their role in the CC–CBN partnership 

(Glesne, 2011).  Diversity in data sources provided a wider range in perspectives and 

experiences that better informed this study. 

Practitioners 

For community college and nonprofit practitioners, I utilized a criterion sub-

strategy of purposeful sampling to dictate eligibility criteria for inclusion as a participant 

in the study.  I also used criterion-sampling strategies to identify participants that provided 

in-depth information about partnerships.  The overall criterion for all participants was 

participation in an external partnership focused on college access within the last three 

years.  Furthermore, all participants had a minimum of one year of employment at their 

respective organization to ensure they could attest to experiences within such setting.  

Community college participants were senior-level and mid-level managers such as the 
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president, vice president, and dean.  Direct service staff were faculty, student services staff, 

and program coordinators.  Nonprofit management participants were executive directors 

and directors.  The direct service staff representing the CBN were business service 

representatives, youth advocates, and coordinators.  Senior-level managers provided more 

thorough insight on the decision-making process and the factors that influenced their 

decision to work with external organizations.  In addition, they provided detailed 

perspectives of opportunity youth and their perceived barriers to accessing college.  On the 

other hand, direct service staff provided insight on their participation in the decision-

making of partnerships, successes and challenges in implementing visions, and youth 

perspectives. 

One of the criterion-sampling strategy for the participants that are service providers 

was that they had a minimum of one-year partnership experience between the local 

nonprofit and community college.  The one-year partnership is important because 

experienced participants can reflect on the various phases in developing a partnership and 

on the factors that may have changed the course of the relationship.  Another criteria was 

that participants had a minimum one year of experience working with opportunity youth.  

Lastly, participants had a minimum of three years of experience in developing partnerships 

within any part of their professional career.  Seasoned professionals provided a more robust 

perspective of their experience and recommendations.  The diversity in experiences also 

applied to the students selected to participate in the study. 

Students 

Although the core of this study is that partnerships and practitioners are 

instrumental, the students themselves are fundamental to the work.  As initiatives are 
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implemented and decisions are made, the individuals affected most are the youth.  Thus, 

this study would not be complete without student voices.  I utilized a criterion-sampling 

strategy followed by an intensity-sampling strategy to dictate eligibility criteria for 

inclusion as a participant in the study.  For the criterion-sampling strategy, WCCC and 

CYCE provided a list of potential students that met the following criteria: (a) currently or 

previously co-enrolled in both WCCC and CYCE, (b) alumni or current student/participant, 

and (c) 18 to 26 years of age.  Once I received the lists from both organizations, I 

implemented the intensity-sampling strategy.  Intensity sampling identified information-

rich cases that illustrate the phenomenon intensely, but not extremely, such as outstanding 

successes or dropouts (Glesne, 2011).  As Patton (1990) points out, intensity sampling 

requires prior information and exploratory work in order to identify intense examples.  

Extreme cases may be so unusual that they may distort the manifestation of the student 

experience (Patton, 1990).  Thus, by using the logic of intensity sampling, I found rich 

examples with sufficient intensity, but not unusual ones.  

The first criteria was essential to my study.  In order to obtain the student 

perspective of this particular partnership, student participants had to experience being co-

enrolled in both WCCC and CYCE.  I selected both alumni and current students to have 

diversity in perspective and experience.  Since alumni had already completed the program, 

they spoke to their success after the program, while current students reflected more on their 

journey to the program.  The age criterion of 18–26 was selected to identify participants 

that recently participated in the program and were still in the “young adult” age range.  The 

composition of students selected were three alumni, two recent graduates (2014–2015), 

four recent students, and two new students (Fall 2015).  
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Participant Overview 

The goal of the sample selection was a balance between administrators, direct 

service staff, and students.  The 23 participants selected for this study helped me explore, 

analyze, and understand the CC–CBN partnership.  By selecting practitioners with diverse 

roles and experience, I gained a more holistic sense of the partnership (see Table 1).  

Similarly, the young people that participated in my study also had unique experiences as 

opportunity youth co-enrolled in CYCE and WCCC programs (see Table 2).  

 

Table 1 

 

Practitioner Pseudonyms 

Pseudonym Institution Role 

Dennise CYCE Director 

Fabian CYCE Executive Director 

Clara CYCE Director 

Ricardo CYCE Coordinator 

Tomas CYCE Business Services Representative 

Juanita CYCE Youth Advocate 

Guadalupe WCCC President 

Guillermo WCCC Dean 

Belle WCCC Vice President 

Carlos WCCC Faculty 

Teresa WCCC Student Services Specialist 

Irma WCCC Coordinator 
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Table 2 

 

Student Pseudonyms 

Pseudonym Institution Role 

Cassandra CYCE/WCCC Alumni of CYCE 

Alfonso CYCE/WCCC Alumni of CYCE 

Marcus CYCE/WCCC Alumni of CYCE 

Jazmine CYCE/WCCC Recent Graduate of CYCE 

Adriana CYCE/WCCC Recent Graduate of CYCE 

Errick CYCE/WCCC Recent Graduate of CYCE 

Pamela CYCE/WCCC Current Student 

Edwin CYCE/WCCC Current Student 

Luis CYCE/WCCC Current Student 

Manuel CYCE/WCCC New Student 

Karina CYCE/WCCC New Student 

 

Ethical Issues 

In any research study, ethical issues relating to protection of participants are of vital 

concern (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012; Glesne, 2011; Marshall & Rossman, 2011).  Thus, 

confidentiality is important during the recruitment and data collection process.  Since I 

utilized criterion- and intensity-sampling strategies while using gatekeepers, I respected 

participants’ privacy.  All of the participants were treated in accordance to the ethical 

guidelines of the American Psychological Association and the California State University, 

Northridge (CSUN) Institutional Review Board.  The name and/or other significant identity 

characteristics of the sample organizations and participants is confidential.  Furthermore, 
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since participants were asked to discuss in detail personal information and experiences, I 

obtained signed informed consent from all participants.  I also utilized pseudonyms and 

allowed participants to withdraw from the study at any time. 

Protections for opportunity youth.  Research portrays the journey of opportunity 

youth as one filled with hardships.  Although a very resilient population, opportunity youth 

have faced trauma and may have difficulty in sharing such personal stories.  It is important 

that young people feel comfortable to participate in studies.  All participants were able to 

provide consent on their own.  Based on the confidentiality and connection with the group, 

a sense of trust is important because of the topics and experiences discussed.  Opportunity 

youth accounts of their journey include, but are not limited to, the marginalization from 

their community, family, education institutions, and law enforcement that ultimately failed 

to provide the appropriate support.  Some of the stories can potentially have negative 

consequences and repercussions on the young people.  Furthermore, there is potential for 

stories that have never been shared to come to light from the discussion.  Thus, when 

working with such population, it is important to ensure discretion. 

Data Collection 

As a young woman of color, a former nonprofit director, and a current community 

college administrator, I connected with all participants on a professional and personal level 

during the data collection process.  I have worked with opportunity youth as nonprofit 

director by designing, implementing, managing, and evaluating programs that support the 

college-to-career pipeline.  In my new role as a community college dean, I continue to work 

with internal and external partners to support student access, retention, and persistence.  

This position has exposed me to the bureaucracies, challenges, and opportunities from the 
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higher education lens.  As a practitioner, I have presented in numerous conferences and 

have been part of local, state, and national workgroups addressing academic training and 

workforce development for youth. 

Even more significant is my experience working directly with opportunity youth.  I 

have conducted outreach and recruitment, focus groups, interviews, workshops, and events 

that target opportunity youth.  As a Chinese-Mexican-American, native Spanish speaker 

growing up in Mexico and studying in the United States, I am sensitive to opportunity 

youth experiences, from racism and language barriers to sub-par academic preparation and 

lack of resources and information.  My experience with this population has equipped me 

with the ability to build professional relationships to ensure participants are comfortable 

during the research process. 

Instruments 

In exploring a strategic partnership between a community college and nonprofit 

organization, I utilized multiple sources of data documents, direct observation, and 

interviews.  I interviewed 11 students, 6 administrators/managers and 6 direct service staff.  

The focus group was composed of young people that were currently or previously enrolled 

in a WCCC–CYCE collaborative program.  The other 12 participants were individuals that 

have participated in establishing, cultivating, and/or terminating a partnership supporting 

college access for opportunity youth.  I then transcribed, coded, and analyzed all of the 

data.  Direct observation was conducted by attending meetings and events that focused on 

partnerships.  In addition, I analyzed meeting agendas and notes from previous initiatives 

and current partnership initiatives to obtain insight regarding the culture and behaviors.  
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Additional documents such as grant applications and reports were reviewed to provide 

broad coverage of the partnership and collaborative efforts.  

 The main data collection instruments used for this study were semi-structured 

interviews (nine hours), a focus group (35 minutes), document reviews (10 documents), 

and observation (10 hours).  This ethnographic study of the relationship between key 

players within a community college and nonprofit allowed me to learn about the culture of 

partnerships from different perspectives.  For this study, data collection instruments were 

created to coordinate and facilitate the participant interviews and the student focus group.  

Such data collection instruments, including the research invitation, informed consent, and 

interview protocol forms, can be found in the appendices of the dissertation. 

Research invitation.  The research invitation provided a brief explanation of the 

study and its purpose and was emailed to all participants.  Emails were obtained from the 

CYCE Executive Director and WCCC Vice President.  I utilized my CSUN email address 

to contact all participants; the invitation was attached and embedded in the email.  If there 

was no response from a participant within a week, a follow-up phone call took place.  When 

unable to connect with a prospective participant, I asked a manager to support via a formal 

electronic or phone call introduction.   

Informed consent.  All participants received identical versions of the informed 

consent form.  The form not only stated that participation was voluntarily but it explained 

the purpose of the study, procedures, potential risks and discomforts, potential benefits, 

confidentiality, use of data, and the withdrawal process from the study.  All participants 

received a signed copy of the form for their records.  I did not collect identifiable data from 
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informed consent forms.  I requested a signed waiver of documented written consent to 

enhance protections of all participants.   

Interview protocol.  All interviews followed the interview protocol and were 

conducted once a participant signed the consent form.  The protocol included a brief 

description of the study to ensure participants understood the purpose of the interview.  The 

practitioner interview consisted of six main open-ended questions inquiring about the 

individual’s career, experience with opportunity youth, decision-making, leadership, 

partnerships, and college access.  The student focus group consisted of nine open-ended 

questions inquiring about their educational journey and experience with WCCC and 

CYCE. 

Such instruments were selected to provide me with access to in-depth experiences 

from an organizational and individual standpoint.  Additionally, the interview protocol was 

selected to obtain information from key players.  Interviews filled the gap between 

document reviews and observations.  Thus, using various data instruments allowed for 

richer data and findings. 

Procedures 

 I collected data from participant interviews and artifact collection to gain insight 

on the factors shaping partnerships between nonprofits and community colleges.  Prior to 

conducting individual interviews, I collected the following limited identifiable data from 

individual interviews: 

 Employer: WCCC or YCE 

 Position: Administrator/Manager or Direct Service 

 Number of years employed at WCCC or YCE 

 Age 

 Race/Ethnicity 



 

 

 
55 

 Current education status (high school, GED preparation program, community 

college, 4-year college/university) 

 Audio recordings 

 

I collected the following limited identifiable data from the focus group: 

 Age 

 Race/Ethnicity 

 Current education status (high school, GED preparation program, community 

college, 4-year college/university) 

 Secondary education (High school diploma or GED certificate) 

 WCCC enrollment date and completion, if applicable 

 YCE enrollment date and completion, if applicable 

 Audio recordings 

 

All collected research data was stored on a password-protected laptop computer.  Audio 

recordings were also stored there and transcribed within a week.  Once transcribed, I 

destroyed—formally deleted—all digital audio recordings.  

By assigning a pseudonym to participants, I de-identified transcribed data files from 

the focus group and individual interviews.  I stored these de-identified data files in a 

password-protected laptop.  The identifiable information was stored on a separate computer 

from de-identifiable information.  De-identified data will be kept for five years and will 

then be destroyed.  I destroyed consent forms and identifiable data by shredding physical 

documents after the completion of the data collection and transcription of digital audio 

files.  

Any information that was obtained in connection with this study and that could be 

identified with the participant will remain confidential and will be disclosed only with their 

permission or as required by law.  Names were not used in the reporting of findings.  

Pseudonyms were assigned to participants and their institutions.  Any identifying features 

of participants’ institution and/or program were disguised in any published report.  
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Publications and/or presentations that result from this study will not include identifiable 

information about participants or their institution. 

Semi-structured interviews.  Sixteen semi-structured interviews were used to 

obtain information regarding an individual’s role and thought process as they engage in 

partnerships.  Semi-structured interviews are flexible and fluid in structure, allowing more 

of a conversation around the interviewee’s own understandings and my interest as a 

researcher (Fylan, 2005).  An interview protocol with predetermined questions was 

developed to guide the discussion.  As this ethnographic study focuses on individuals’ 

experience and their contribution to the organizational culture of a specific partnership, 

semi-structured interviews gave me the flexibility to ask open-ended and follow-up 

questions. 

Depending on the participant, interviews lasted between 45 and 60 minutes.  To 

ensure participants were comfortable, interviews took place at their preferred location.  

Most of the interviews took place in my office.  The location was confirmed via email 

and/or text.  Interview questions were aligned to the research question of the study.  In 

addition to the main interview questions, I prepared probing questions in the event the 

participant may have needed cues to elaborate on specific areas. 

Prior to beginning the interview, I provided a brief overview of the study and my 

role as a researcher, thanked the participant for their time, obtained signed consent forms 

from participants, and informed them that I wanted to record the entire interview.  In order 

to begin building rapport and trust, I prepared for the interview by researching the role of 

each participant and identifying commonalities with such individual.   
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Focus group.  A focus group interview was held for approximately 35 minutes 

with 11 young people that were currently or previously co-enrolled with both WCCC and 

CYCE.  The student focus group provided direct evidence of similarities and differences 

in participants’ opinions and experiences (Morgan, 1997).  Participants were assured that 

all of their comments would be held in confidence.  Prior to the session, the researcher 

contacted the lead community college contact who in turn helped connect with the 

nonprofit and their secondary education partner to identify participants.  

 All interviewees were given a short demographic questionnaire and a consent form 

to be filled out and signed prior to beginning the session.  Before the session began, 

participants were informed that they would be audio-recorded and subsequently 

transcribed.  In an effort to make the interviewees feel more comfortable, I described the 

project and my role as facilitator.  

Documents and artifacts.  Since I was studying a currently established 

partnership, I reviewed both public and internal documents that provided information 

regarding joint efforts, strategies, and trends.  Public documents include census, 

organizational websites, annual reports, financial documents, and California Community 

College website.  Such documents provided context for the formation of partnerships—

fiscal landscape, government mandates, policy shifts, and demographic shifts.  Internal 

documents included policies, meeting agendas and minutes, and conference presentations.  

Such documents illustrated the level of involvement, challenges, and collaborative effort.  

Both internal and public documents provided insight from both internal and external 

perspectives of partnerships. 



 

 

 
58 

Observations and field notes.  Ethnographic research calls for immersion in 

activities and everyday experiences of other people (Emerson, 1995).  As the researcher, I 

collected participant observation data from various organizations to gain a better 

understanding of partnerships from an individual and organizational level.  Individual and 

group observations provided an opportunity to evaluate and analyze decision-making, 

communication, and implementation processes.  Data collected from observations was 

used to describe participants, settings, interactions, and activities. 

In order to study the community college-nonprofit partnership phenomena, it is 

essential to understand how community colleges and nonprofits function both 

independently and as a collaborative.  More important is understanding the culture and 

building trust and rapport with participants.  By immersing myself in the field, my 

observations were richer, informational, and organic.  I conducted observations at both the 

college and the nonprofit—I concentrated more on co-located spaces that allowed for more 

robust interactions between both organizations.  Understanding that each site has their own 

set of organizational norms and mission statement, I conducted six hours of observation 

per site and requested to observe a staff meeting, partner meeting, and event per site.  Field 

notes were completed after each interview and observation conducted for my study.  Such 

data was used to triangulate the information from the focus group, interviews, and 

document reviews.  Field notes also included personal biases that needed to be mitigated 

and acknowledged. 

Data Analysis  

A variety of data analysis strategies were implemented to examine the various data 

sources that I collected for my study.  A systematic approach was used to appropriately 
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collect, organize, examine, and categorize data to ensure information is summarized and 

presented in an accurate manner (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008).  The process was divided 

into two phases: (a) preliminary data analysis and (b) thematic analysis.  I also utilized a 

reflective log to note personal reflections after each interview and focus group.   

Preliminary Data Analysis  

The preliminary data analysis primarily consisted of transcribing interviews and 

focus groups.  In order to ensure confidentiality, pseudonyms were utilized to avoid 

personal identification information.  I transcribed interviews and focus groups verbatim.  

Once I finished transcribing each section, I replayed the audio to double check that 

transcriptions were accurate.  The transcriptions were then coded for preliminary themes 

to streamline the thematic analysis.  All field notes, transcriptions, and artifacts were 

uploaded into ATLAS.TI for coding and analysis.  The preliminary themes were then 

compared to both the literature review and the research questions.                 

Thematic Analysis  

Once I completed the preliminary data analysis, I conducted a thematic analysis of 

the data.  I started by writing a case study for the CC–CBN partnership, identifying relevant 

codes and themes to understand the context and experiences of managers, direct service 

staff, and students developing and strengthening the partnership being studied.  Once I had 

a general overview, I interpreted the data and identified groups and relationships among 

the participants to identify common factors shaping partnerships and organizational 

leaders.  Findings are presented in Chapter 4. 

Researcher Roles 
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I conducted this study because it is of value to me as a previous nonprofit director, 

current Dean of Academic Affairs and Workforce Development, youth advocate, and 

doctoral student.  As a previous director in a nonprofit organization and having experience 

working with opportunity youth, I have developed and strengthened partnerships with 

community colleges and community-based organizations.  Although such partnerships 

have been crucial to ensure youth have access to community colleges, it was not always 

easy to build rapport and trust with colleges, employers, and other nonprofits.  By studying 

individuals that are part of my professional network, participants may not be as transparent 

and may withhold information and their concerns.  A strategy to counter this is to remind 

participants that all identifiable information is confidential and that this is a learning 

experience for me.  As a principal investigator in this study, I must be mindful that I am a 

learner and not the expert in the field.  Furthermore, I must be cautious with the information 

I receive when participants discuss the challenges in developing specific partnerships.  

Conversely, having such a level of familiarity with the subject matter and those involved 

in the CBN and community college collaborations facilitated easier conversations in a 

language that they were comfortable to engage in. 

Effects of the Researcher on the Case 

As a bicultural woman of color, I strongly resist labels, stereotypes, and social 

expectations.  I have experienced racism and racial microaggressions in the academic, 

professional, and social spheres.  The barriers to college access and the continuous student 

push out from the K–16 educational pipeline emphasizes the gaps in acknowledging and 

addressing how student experiences shape student behavior.  As an advocate for college 

access for all students—in particular students of color—I must maintain subjectivity.   
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I am aware that my role as a researcher has also been affected by my previous 

position as a nonprofit director and current community college dean.  My personal and 

professional experiences account for the preconceptions and biases I bring to this study.  I 

worked with opportunity youth for more than five years as a nonprofit director.  I believe 

that nonprofit organizations provide the wraparound services opportunity youth need to 

succeed in the academic pipeline.  By providing quality services, nonprofits can ensure 

young people are able to persist and succeed in academic settings.  If K–12 and community 

colleges improved articulation agreements and collaboration among nonprofits and among 

themselves, it would lessen the chances that opportunity youth would get lost in the 

pipeline.  I must ensure that I do not propose a deficit view on the work of colleges and K–

12 institutions, but acknowledge the successes and areas of improvement. 

There are various reasons as to why collaboration is not always successful.  For 

example, many times key stakeholders’ lack alignment in the problems they address and 

the strategies they implement.  Furthermore, executive leaders make decisions regarding 

terms of partnerships, but disregard the programmatic and fiscal impact on direct service 

staff.  Whether intentional or benign, such disregard causes a lack of buy-in and support to 

participate in these types of initiatives. External and internal partnerships require an 

alignment in vision. 

As a researcher, I am aware of the effect that I have on my study because I was 

solely responsible for collecting and analyzing all of the data.  In order to minimize the 

effects, I collected data from various sources.  Although only two main entities are at the 

center of this study, participants at various levels of the organizational chart were studied 

to get a more holistic view of each institution.  To safeguard against bias in my study, I 
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interviewed both high-level executives, mid-level managers, and direct service staff.  This 

allowed a diverse perspective of the strengths and challenges of both the individual 

organization and the existing partnership. 

To ensure continuous self-awareness and reflection, I utilized two strategies 

throughout the data collection and analysis phase—observation logs and expert checks.  

The observation logs allowed me to not only record observations but to help reflect and 

identify where biases were present.  During observation, I noted both feelings and biases, 

and most importantly, the strategies to mitigate them.  As for the expert checks, my 

dissertation committee reviewed and provided feedback.  

Effects of the Case on the Researcher 

As a previous nonprofit director and new community college dean involved and 

associated with the partnerships where I was conducting my research, I presumed to 

understand the reasoning behind interactions among key stakeholders.  Such assumptions 

may have led to misinterpretation of data and generalizing best practices.  As a researcher, 

I was cautious when making generalized statements and identifying best practices without 

being immersed in the field and in the study.  By triangulating data using interviews, 

document reviews, observations, focus group, and the literature review, I was able to 

provide evidence for all of the findings and conclusions. 

Summary 

Through an ethnographic case study approach, I examined the behaviors, beliefs, 

and values shared among key stakeholders involved in a community college and 

community-based nonprofit organization (CC–CBN) partnership.  WCCC and CYCE 

provide services for young people ages 16–24 that support the transition into post-
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secondary education through education, training, and career-building.  A total of 12 

participants took part in one 30–75 minute interview and a total of 11 young people 

participated in a 30-minute focus group.  The sections that follow provide a narrative 

analysis of the results of the study.  A discussion of findings that emerged from the data 

will be provided in the next chapter, as well as patterns that were discovered based on fields 

of study. 
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Chapter 4: Findings 

The overarching purpose of this ethnographic case study was to explore the 

behaviors, beliefs, and values shared among key stakeholders in a community college and 

community-based nonprofit organization partnership.  In order to frame the discussion, the 

practitioners were first asked about their experiences working with opportunity youth and 

their role in their organization.  This information was sought to determine how decision-

making power and perceptions of opportunity youth varied for different practitioners.  Such 

information was important in understanding the lens through which practitioners: (a) 

coordinate, deliver, and/or oversee services; (b) perceive best practices and challenges in 

partnerships; and (c) support college access.  As a result, best practices and lessons learned 

surfaced about how such partnerships support college access for opportunity youth.  The 

final questions in the protocol inquired about process and policies aligned for 

institutionalization and transformative change. 

This chapter presents the key findings obtained from 12 in-depth interviews with 

three community college administrators, three community college direct service staff, three 

nonprofit managers, three direct service staff, and one focus group conducted with 11 

young people.  Four major findings emerged from this study:  

1. The majority of the practitioners alluded to a personal connection to opportunity 

youth as their framework to working with such population. 

2. All 12 practitioners expressed the importance of identifying champions in key 

decision-making roles.  

3. The overwhelming majority of practitioners indicated that trust within and across 

sectors was the foundation to all partnerships. 
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4. All 12 practitioners identified the limitations in time and institutional capacity as a 

barrier to partnership development and institutional transformation. 

This chapter will present the four findings uncovered by this study.  Data from individual 

interviews and a focus group reveal research participants’ perceptions vis-à-vis their 

experience in developing and/or implementing partnerships.  Extensive samples of 

quotations will be used in this chapter to allow the reader to accurately hear the participants.  

Finding One: Understanding Opportunity Youth Experiences and Needs 

Research delineates opportunity youth’s academic and nonacademic barriers to 

high school completion and college access (Rumberger, 2011).  Barriers to pursuing a high 

school diploma and a post-secondary education include self-efficacy, family 

responsibilities, academic preparation, access to information to navigate the education 

system, and financial constraints such as having dependents, being a single parent, being 

employed while enrolled, and being financially independent from parents (Choy, 2001; 

Howley et al., 2013).  In efforts to remove or minimize such barriers, practitioners have 

developed programs targeting opportunity youth experiences and needs.  

Research alludes to the importance of building relationship with key stakeholders, 

primarily with the community being served (Alexander & Nank, 2009; Weare et al., 2014).  

The majority of the practitioners interviewed alluded to a personal connection to 

opportunity youth as their framework to working with such populations and developing 

programs.  In alignment to the research and interviews, focus group participants described 

how the personal connection with key staff helped them continue their education.  Many 

of the young people shared their personal journey that led them to enroll in WCCC and 

CYCE.  Luis, a current student that recently joined the program, stated: 
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We're still underdogs.  Counselors, teachers, and principals say that you 

aren't going to be anything in life.  When they keep telling you, you start to 

believe it and so you become it.  Now in this school, they try to flip that 

around.  It feels good because I was nothing, but now I'm being something.  

It builds itself, my motivation, little by little.  They took me off the streets 

so I can study more—they understand me and what I’ve been through. 

Luis’ comparison of his experience in a traditional high school versus the WCCC–CYCE 

program emphasizes not only the need to feel understood and valued, but the importance 

of building self-efficacy as a motivating factor to continue one’s education.  Luis, along 

with recent graduate Adriana and new student Manuel, summarized, “They took me off the 

streets” during the focus group.  Luis and Adriana described the “streets” as being truant 

from school while Manuel described how CYCE offers housing for students that are 

homeless.  Student participants expressed consensus about the positive relationship they 

had with staff and instructors. 

All of the practitioners described their professional experience working with 

opportunity youth.  The majority of the practitioners (75 percent) alluded to a personal 

connection to opportunity youth as their framework to working with such population.  

Their expertise and passion stemmed from their personal upbringing—they were born and 

raised in a community whose population had many first-generation opportunity youth.  

Furthermore, 7 out of 12 (58 percent) practitioners shared how they considered themselves 

opportunity youth.  Juanita, one of CYCE’s Youth Advocates, explained: 

I grew up in the same neighborhood as you [opportunity youth] and I made 

all the wrong choices that you have made so far, but I turned it around and 
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this is how probation affected me, this is how I was afraid of my mom, [and] 

these are the things that helped me in my life, that in turn enable me to be 

able to talk to them [opportunity youth] as a peer and as a friend.  

The significance of this statement is that practitioners are better equipped to work with 

opportunity youth if they have either experienced it for themselves or have a close 

connection.  Furthermore, Juanita emphasized the importance of hiring individuals that 

young people can connect to and motivate them to take advantage of opportunities, 

regardless of the challenges they have had to overcome.  Practitioners’ attributed their 

sensitivity to being familiar with the barriers to college because they underwent similar 

experiences of second chances. 

 In efforts to capture the lens through which practitioners view and regard 

opportunity youth and their work, all practitioners were asked about the barriers to college 

access for such young people.  Practitioners reported a total of 11 factors, which were fairly 

consistent with each other’s responses and with the literature.  As a reflection of their 

personal and professional experience, practitioners identified three key factors hindering 

access: (a) lack of self-efficacy, (b) absence of information to navigate the higher education 

system, and (c) inability to prioritize academics.  The three factors identified by the 

interviews were also supported by the responses from the student focus group.  Current 

student Edwin shared, “Just showing us that we can do anything . . . in our mind possible 

is motivation enough.”  Thus, highlighting how practitioners have the ability to help 

develop and cultivate self-efficacy. 
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Self-efficacy 

Self-efficacy, one’s belief in one’s own ability to successfully accomplish a task or 

surpass a situation (Bandura, 1997), was reported by 100 percent of the practitioners to be 

a critical factor in opportunity youth accessing college.  As practitioners described the 

various factors hindering college access, the underlying consequence of such factors led to 

a lack of or decrease in self-efficacy.  Teresa suggested: 

Maybe students need the motivation or the incentive to come to class.  If 

it’s not part of the culture that they’re used to, if it’s not part of the norm 

that they grew up with, to be self-motivated, then that’s something that may 

have to be learned. 

In many cases, as noted by the student focus group, not having a high school diploma 

negatively affected students’ self-efficacy and self-esteem, discouraging them from 

pursuing higher education.  Since they already carry the stigma of having not completed 

the high school curriculum, without that milestone the idea of aiming for an even higher 

degree seemed unachievable.  Self-efficacy beliefs stimulate the courses of action people 

select, their level of effort, their perseverance when obstacles are encountered, their 

resilience to adversity, how their positive and negative thoughts affect their functioning, 

how well they cope with stressors in their environment, and the nature and level of their 

accomplishments.  

People with high efficacy surmount challenges through the use of self-regulatory 

skills and greater effort, while those with low self-efficacy tend to stop trying to succeed 

in the face of difficulty.  Hence, the lack of self-efficacy discourages young people to 

pursue higher education.  Practitioners described how the lack of confidence to enroll in 
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college is a result of fear of academic failure, losing precious time and money, and not 

being certain of their career choice also affected a student’s level of self-efficacy.  Even 

more prominent was the emphasis on how the lack of information necessary to navigate 

the higher education system was not only the main factor affecting self-efficacy, but one 

of the issues with the easiest solution. 

Absence of Information to Navigate the Higher Education System 

With the exception of the three community college administrators, all nine other 

practitioners reported that information to navigate the system is one of the main barriers to 

college access.  CYCE Executive Director Fabian stated, “Access to something as basic as 

information is crucial to young people’s success . . . if they don’t know what the 

information is a lot of times they go without being able to tap into significant resources that 

are available.”  Information reported by practitioners includes the college application 

process, financial aid, academic programs, student services, and community resources.  

When describing the type of information necessary to help navigate the system, the 

majority of the community college and nonprofit practitioners described how they have 

designed their programs to fill such information gaps.  Teresa emphasized how information 

regarding opportunities especially within community college are a crucial part of her role 

as a Student Service Specialist within the college. 

As indicated by practitioners, many opportunity youth and their support network 

lack sufficient knowledge to navigate the system.  According to one of the Deans at WCCC, 

the lack of college knowledge is justified by the “limited experience (i.e., applications, 

financial aid, enrollment, campus life, etc.) and resources (i.e., Internet, college events, 

school staff, etc.) that support the college planning process” (Guillermo).  Since narrowing 
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the information gap will demystify myths regarding college planning, financial aid, college 

enrollment, and even college life, program designs target the increase of “social capital 

through student, peers, and parental involvement” (CYCE Director Dennise).  Ultimately, 

nonprofit organizations and community colleges strengthen opportunity youth’s social 

capital as they continue to enhance the communication and trust between staff, parents, and 

the community.   

The power of knowledge leads to empowerment and confidence to voice one’s 

worldviews.  Information builds self-esteem, as resilient as such young people are, “if they 

don’t know what the information is, a lot of times they go without being able to tap to 

significant resources that are available” (Fabian).  All practitioners discussed the 

importance of being very intentional with the information provided to the young people.  

Business Services Representative Tomas articulated the importance of tailoring services to 

individual needs: 

How you package it shouldn't be the same the template packaging.  It should 

be a sit down, this is what we know you can do, self-esteem building on a 

meeting with them.  We know they've been through some other barriers that 

most other youth don't go through.  

As indicated by 100 percent of practitioners, there are obstacles that are endemic to 

underserved and underrepresented students.  Thus, the inability for students to prioritize 

academics was a central factor to not having the ability or will to pursue a college 

education.  
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Inability to Prioritize Academics 

Nine of 12 (75 percent) practitioners stated that opportunity youth were not 

prioritizing academics because “life intervenes” (WCCC President Guadalupe).  The most 

prevalent life situations presented by practitioners were financial needs (67 percent) and 

traumatic experiences (58 percent) resulting from incarceration, teen parenting, and 

homelessness.  The severity and urgency of such life situations created a reasonable 

justification for young people to put their education on hold.  Recent graduate Jazmine 

explained why she stopped attending school: 

I was a high school dropout because I didn't have a cent.  I then got pregnant.  

The money.  The low minimum wages, that's not enough.  That couldn't be 

enough for me.  I wanted to make more money.  I don't want to break my 

back for $10 an hour because that's nothing.  

 The majority of practitioners reported that employment and financial needs were factors 

in opportunity youth’s decisions to not pursue college.  “They want . . . need a job right 

now that can provide a living wage for them right away” (Teresa).  Recent graduate Errick 

described why he felt the need to return to school even as the financial provider for his 

family: 

If you don't get your high school diploma, at least, the minimum you get is 

like $600 a month.  And if you get your high school diploma you end up 

making $800–900 a month.  If you get your AA you get $1,000-something 

a month.  If you get your Bachelor's you get $2,000-something a month.  

Counselors keep telling us that the more education we have, the more 

money we will get in the future. 
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Practitioners described how financial needs for enrollment fees, tuition, textbooks, 

transportation, housing, and childcare made it a barrier for students.  Furthermore, 

emphasizing how not having a high school diploma made it impossible for students to 

receive financial aid under the new U.S. Department of Education policies.  In addition to 

the personal financial need, practitioners also alluded to the composition of the family unit 

and the environment in which they were raised.  WCCC Faculty Carlos stated: 

Where you have a typical 2-parent family everybody works or if they’re 

coming from a family that’s a little more dysfunctional in nature and has 

financial burdens . . . many of our [first-generation opportunity] youth do 

come from families were it’s almost like all strikes are against them.  

Out of the nine practitioners that identified financial needs as a factor preventing young 

people from prioritizing academics, 56 percent of them stated that opportunity youth are 

many times tasked with providing for the family.  Such burden can frequently lead to and/or 

aggravate a difficult childhood and traumatic experiences. 

Consistent with the literature, for this study, practitioners identified trauma as a 

result of foster care, gang involvement, violence, sexual abuse, and unwanted pregnancies 

(Courtney et al., 2010).  Young people that have experienced the prison system are not 

only experiencing trauma but additional challenges that are “time consuming and confusing 

such as court appearances, paperwork, and navigating the expungement process” (CYCE 

Director Clara).  “For the youth that become parents at such young age, [they] need extra 

help with not only funding and childcare, but learning how to be a parent” (Guillermo).  

Teen parents have challenges with attending class when they cannot find affordable 

childcare.  As it relates to homelessness, the five practitioners that described the youth’s 
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need described the difficulty in providing such resources.  Supporting the transition into a 

stable home was not only through housing and financial support, but many times came with 

mental health needs as a result of trauma.   

As indicated by the factors described during the interviews, practitioners not only 

understood the experience of the opportunity youth they served, but were cognizant of their 

needs.  As practitioners developed programs and services targeting such populations, it was 

important to celebrate their resiliency and skills derived from their experiences.  In order 

to do so, practitioners stressed the significance of identifying champions in key decision-

making roles.  Such champions would ultimately be able to integrate their knowledge with 

their leadership abilities to support the young people that have pulled away from education. 

Significance 

As indicated by the literature—and validated by the young people and practitioners 

in this study—individuals engaging in partnership and opportunity youth work must be 

sensitive to the student experience.  As practitioners design programs, set performance 

outcomes, implement services, and evaluate programs, it is necessary that they have an 

understanding of the barriers and traumas faced by opportunity youth and strategies to 

support their success.  As managers hiring individuals, it is important to consider how their 

staff’s personal and professional experience will allow them to develop positive 

relationships with young people.  As for direct service staff, understanding the importance 

of personal connections and acknowledging young people’s experiential capital is essential 

to developing self-efficacy.  In general, in order to be the most effective, it is critical that a 

student-centered asset based framework is applied to the work.  This concept also applies 
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to the identification of champions making decisions and leading the charge to support 

opportunity youth’s success. 

Finding Two: Identifying Champions in Key Decision-Making Roles 

Literature characterizes champions in key decision-making roles as transformative 

leaders advocating for opportunity, access, and equity for all students (Bragg, 2015; 

Shields, 2010).  In order to implement sustainable innovative strategies and to embed 

change within the culture of an organization, decision-makers must champion the work 

(Fullan, 2007; Marzano et al., 2005).  In addition, such champions must possess 

transformative leadership qualities in order to generate organizational buy-in, stakeholder 

engagement, and effective communication channels (Kotter, 1998; Price et al., 2015).  

Although a significant component of the work with opportunity youth is 

traditionally seen as part of the student services side of the college, studies emphasize the 

need to break down silos between the student services and academic affairs division.  While 

academic affairs has an important part in implementing and guiding the work, the collegial 

culture is ultimately driven by faculty members (Bergquist, 1992).  In turn, opportunity 

youth must be supported both in and out of the classroom.  Consequently, champions must 

proactively and strategically engage all stakeholders.  

The young people expressed the importance of having individuals that support their 

trajectory.  The young people characterized their champions and mentors as caring, fun, 

and sometimes strict.  CYCE alumni Cassandra alluded to how champions can support 

other young people: 

They have to be strict sometimes, have them study for school.  Have them 

stay after school.  Do their homework and not leave until they do their 
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homework.  Teach discipline . . . Teach how to speak up because when I 

was in juvy [juvenile hall] I just saw myself doing nothing.  I then started 

the program here . . . I was straight.  I wasn't drinking, smoking.  I wasn't 

doing anything.  I was in school reading books.  Actually reading books. 

As young people that have accomplished some of their academic goals, or are on track, 

they also see themselves as champions.  The transformation in the young people’s self-

efficacy, academic achievement, and desire to pay it forward is part of the community 

transformation that both entities desire. 

Students reflected on the opportunities provided by both WCCC and CYCE.  Such 

opportunities are a direct reflection of the champions making programmatic and fiscal 

decisions.  Current student Pamela and new student Karina indicated that teachers talk to 

one another about the student work and progress.  Pamela described the overall 

collaborative planning, “There’s more communication here than other schools.  Right here 

it feels more family-oriented.”  CYCE alumni Alfonso added, “Being connected with 

CYCE and WCCC has helped us, we took college courses . . . and we have work 

experience.”  As implied by the students’ account of WCCC and CYCE’s partnership, 

champions as decision-makers have the ability to create a positive campus culture. 

All 12 practitioners interviewed expressed that the single most important 

determinant of a successful partnership is the committed individuals that not only 

champion the work, but holds key decision-making roles.  “Like-minded visionaries are 

instrumental at pushing innovation” (Dennise).  When interviewing practitioners within the 

partnership, 92 percent of them credited two individuals with bringing the partnership to 

fruition.  The right people were described as nimble, passionate, and visionary.  Three 
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qualities of champions identified in this study were individuals with (a) the vision to 

develop and cultivate a partnership, (b) the ability to break down silos and foster synergy, 

and (c) willing to take calculated risks.  Ultimately, having the vision to develop and 

cultivate partnerships is the necessary push to begin the dialogue and strategize towards a 

common goal with defined terms.  

Developing and Cultivating Partnerships 

All practitioners in this study were chosen due to their involvement in the 

partnership between the nonprofit and the community college.  Per practitioners’ 

anecdotes, the partnership was traced back to three community college and two nonprofit 

executives.  Additionally, the network of partnerships discussed by each entity was also 

traced back to such individuals.  Fabian described the type of champion he looks for in a 

partnership: 

My advice would be you have to identify someone particularly in 

administration that is going to be the cheerleader for your program.  

Someone that is really going to support your program, not a rubber stamp 

person, but someone who really believes in the work that your program is 

going to deliver on. 

The key is finding the right leadership with the skills and passion that can bring people 

together.  Part of such leadership is recognizing that “one can't do everything, and we're 

not trying to do everything.  We looked for like-minded partners that can do their part and 

we do our part” (Clara).  Many of the “right people” described were individuals able to 

“think outside the box and people that really can think of the student” (Teresa).  Both 

groups of practitioners—direct service and managers—stressed the importance of 
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innovation to develop a vision (100 percent of practitioners), establish a coalition (75 

percent of practitioners), and implement change (92 percent of practitioners).  

Individuals with the vision to develop and cultivate nonprofit and community 

college partnerships are “deeply rooted in the work and in the community” (Guadalupe).  

Teresa explained: 

I think that’s the value of partnerships, that’s the value of innovation . . . in 

order to bring that change, you do need to have leaders that are able to roll 

up their sleeves and work with the changes and know that nothing is set in 

stone.  That we really, as a community college, need to appeal to the 

community needs and evolve. 

Appealing to the community was heavily emphasized by 92 percent of the practitioners; 

per WCCC’s Vice President Belle, “there is a reason why the word ‘community’ is in 

community college.”  Individuals leading initiatives, like partnerships, must understand 

community needs from an “on-the-ground perspective” and from the “thirty-thousand-foot 

level.”  This requires folks with different expertise, roles, and organizations.  Coordinator 

Irma proclaimed, “It is always good to have diversity in opinion and sometimes if you’re 

looking at it through only one perspective you don’t get the entire picture . . . or we become 

too much of a group stuck with tunnel vision.”  Visionary leaders were credited with pulling 

together partners and resources to initiate the partnership. 

For this specific partnership, although an elected official mandated the initial 

meeting between both institutions, the development and cultivation of the partnership was 

organic.  The informal meeting following a formal meeting requested by an elected official 
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was more productive and meaningful.  The informal conversation that allowed the 

partnership to flourish led to the following discussion: 

What if we really addressed a different way on how we offer new 

opportunity for these students to come to school and not call it high school, 

be in a college?  What if we just start our own school? (Belle) 

As described by all practitioners, opportunity youth have experienced “additional barriers 

that call for tailored services” (CYCE Coordinator Tomas) from both the community 

college and the nonprofit perspective.  Eighty-three percent of practitioners affirmed the 

importance of enlisting the right people for partnership work.  Visionaries are important, 

but having the “right staff to serve as the institution’s lead contacts and to do continuous 

follow up is crucial” (Dennise).   

Belle and Teresa reflected on their journey to their current position in their 

organization, emphasizing how they came in as student workers and moved up the career 

ladder.  Thus, they attributed their success in developing student-centered programs and 

partnerships to not only being opportunity youth themselves but to holding different 

positions within the college.  Two of the young people expressed an interest in pursuing a 

career helping opportunity youth.  Marcus stated: 

Most of my friends are in jail, doing drugs, messing up.  I want the young 

generation to stop messing up; it pisses me off because I care about them.  I 

tell them to go back to school.  I don’t want my brothers and sisters to be 

like me.  When I finish school, I want to help.  CYCE helps us with jobs.  I 

want to get a job here. 



 

 

 
79 

Belle emphasized that her community college has been hiring individuals in leadership 

roles that are nimble.  She described nimble individuals as innovative in developing 

collaborative services and programs, flexible to work independently yet reporting to 

numerous individuals, and able to navigate the college bureaucracies.  Belle claimed: 

For the past especially 5 years, [we have been hiring] people who have that 

administrative competency of being able to do that.  That's number 1.  We've 

also focused on hiring faculty who have a deep understanding . . . We're 

looking for that commitment and that ability to be transformative. 

Individuals with the ability to cultivate and develop relationships do not have to hold 

official management titles.  As expressed by ten practitioners, mid-level managers and 

direct service staff are able to maintain and further cultivate partnerships.  “Different types 

and levels of collaboration within one partnership breaks down silos” (Ricardo) while 

“fostering synergy” (Dennise). 

Breaking Down Silos and Fostering Synergy  

When discussing the successful partnership between CYCE and WCCC, all 

practitioners described the America’s Job Center, an initiative awarded to CYCE and 

located on the WCCC campus to support career technical education training and job 

placement, and CYCE Academy, a nontraditional high school program for students in 

which all students are co-enrolled with WCCC.  From the nonprofit perspective, Ricardo 

described one of the biggest challenges that they encountered:  

We have a lot of nonprofits in the community, but many times they are not 

working together, they work in silos, so one of the things that we’re trying 

to do as we bring more nonprofits to be co-located here at the Center and at 
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the college, is work with them on an ongoing basis so we can learn from 

each other just by being all integrated into that big center.  

Eighty-three percent of the nonprofit practitioners affirmed that isolated collaborative 

projects do not necessarily constitute a true partnership.  Ongoing follow-up, sharing of 

ideas, and integration leads to synergy.  Dennise articulated, “Partnerships are built on 

relationships.  [Names of key executives] are all just really extraordinary visionaries that 

have so much synergy around what they want to see for the neighborhood and that 

relationship has just garnered a tremendous partnership that has got us to where it is today.”  

Within the discussion of this particular nonprofit-community college partnership, 

an array of additional partnerships were described—emphasizing how breaking down silos 

was more broad and inclusive than just one partnership.  When all practitioners were asked 

about the gaps in their services for opportunity youth, they all mentioned each other and a 

network of partners.  Other partnerships were not as robust or longstanding, but all played 

an integral part of the service-delivery model.  Seventy-five percent of the practitioners 

expressed concerns and challenges with meeting grant deliverables, “We're all trying to 

fight for the same numbers, and we have some of the same branch, some of the same 

funding sources” (Tomas).  In particular with nonprofit-to-nonprofit partnerships—

whether they are direct or indirect—“breaking down silos and identifying opportunities for 

collaboration” (Ricardo) will strengthen the synergy that will most likely “streamline the 

path for youth to be successful without the constant tension” (Tomas).  As nonprofit 

practitioners gave detailed accounts of inter-organizational synergy, community college 

practitioners also focused on intra-organizational synergy as a mechanism to establish and 
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cultivate external partnerships.  In other words, in order to effectively partner with outside 

organizations, one’s organization must be operating effectively and efficiently. 

All community college administrators that were interviewed explicitly described 

the pre-existing silos between the academic and student affairs units.  “The integration of 

both sides of the house strengthened the pathways, ultimately supporting student success” 

(Guadalupe).  All community college practitioners explained how the synergy between 

academic and student affairs ultimately “improved the student experience” (Teresa) and 

allowed for stronger partnerships since the college showed a “united front” (Belle).  More 

explicitly, all community college practitioners described an innovative center that stemmed 

from a true partnership between both units: 

The Bridges to Success center is a one-stop place that all partners can refer 

to or refer their students and be able to say “ok they know who you are,” 

they can see what program you’re in, what training you are already 

connected with, again it’s all about sustainability, whether the grant has 

already passed, the training already passed, we will always be able to access 

and get familiar with that type of program that the student first initiated with 

and that can help. (Teresa) 

As thoroughly described by Teresa and affirmed by 67 percent of the practitioners, the 

center has redefined the experience of all WCCC students.  Guadalupe argued, “I don’t 

think we get to penetrate out in the community to really have the high schools, charters, 

and nonprofits really be able to understand what we can do as a partner.”  It is also 

important to note that the nonprofit practitioners that described the center are both direct 

service and co-located at WCCC.  As current initiatives like the center are institutionalized 
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and new projects are developed and implemented, it is important to take calculated risks to 

stretch the boundaries of traditional work and partnerships. 

Taking Calculated Risks 

Although none of the direct service practitioners mentioned the risks associated 

with partnerships, all administrators acknowledged that there are an array of “calculated 

risks” to consider.  Calculated risks are ventures taken after assessing one’s strength and 

weaknesses and external threats and opportunities (Aschenbrener, 2010; Bringle & 

Hatcher, 2002).  The gamble is in the unknown outcome, the potential failure yet hopeful 

success.  The calculated risks described by practitioners are seen within hires, program 

designs, and selected partnerships.  According to Belle, WCCC has been taking risks with 

hires in key leadership positions that are “transformative, innovative, groundbreaking, and 

rule-defying.”  Guadalupe affirmed that bringing “hungry and ambitious young nonprofit 

leaders and staff to sort of push the envelope with the sometimes more calcified agencies” 

is part of the innovation and strategy.  Ninety-two percent of the practitioners used the 

competencies characterized as “risky” to describe partnership developers and 

implementers.  

The traditional community college and nonprofit administrator is usually more 

bureaucratic, but “when you nail it down to what are our characteristics . . . when you un-

package the person . . . What is the driving force?  I think in the success of nonprofit 

partnerships, it's dedication . . . it’s [doing] whatever it takes to get the job done” (Belle).  

In accordance, 100 percent of the practitioners described the “right person” taking the 

“right risks” is an individual that makes student-centered decisions.  “When you have 

innovative people that can really think outside the box and people that can really think of 
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the student, a true partnership can exist” (Teresa).  Moreover, it is those hires and people 

assigned to lead such partnership that ultimately take the lead and often calculated risks in 

both program development and implementation. 

Belle recounted shared insights into the development of CYCE Academy:  

With YouthBuild, in our very first year, one of the things that we heard from 

our young people is, “We don't want GEDs.”  In our first year all we offered 

for YouthBuild was GEDs, and the young people said, “We want a high 

school diploma.  We don't want a GED.”  So now we have CYCE Academy.  

It was not easy to create CYCE Academy . . . [One of the CYCE Directors] 

had the grit and the college was willing to take some risks on us to make it 

happen.  I think in the past, maybe year and a half, we haven't done enough 

of that. 

Risks in the context of partnerships and programming were described differently by 

nonprofit and community college administrators.  Nonprofit managers felt that in a 

nonprofit-community college partnership, the risk was taken by the community colleges 

because of the bureaucracies that needed to be navigated to execute ideas.  In this case, the 

risk taken by the community college were delineated by nonprofit practitioners: (a) 

classroom and office space at the community college, (b) co-hiring of instructors and 

faculty, (c) curriculum alignment, and (d) time investment.  However, community college 

administrators alluded to risks differently than their nonprofit counterparts.  

The risk that two of the three community college administrators (67 percent) 

mentioned was community colleges relying on partners to take a prominent role in a core 

component: 
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Where we struggle is that we tend to rely on our community partners with 

job placement, that's been somewhat challenging because given our strong 

sense of workforce preparation, that may be something that we have to just 

continue to strengthen from a capacity standpoint because it's too risky . . . 

We may have initially relied heavily on partners that we probably need to 

reconsider the extent of that reliance. 

Belle underscored the need to hold their own institution accountable prior to depending on 

external partners, emphasizing that external partners address gaps in their services and that 

the college should revisit the risk of depending on others to fill the gaps.  However, 

administrators agree that even if both institutions had full funding and capacity, the risks 

they take in this specific partnership are so minimal and calculated that it does not affect 

the relationship, commitment, and ultimately the trust they have in one another.  

Significance 

All practitioners credited leaders in key decision-making roles with developing and 

strengthening this specific partnership.  The leadership qualities, along with sensitivity to 

the opportunity youth experience, are a combination admired by the interviewees.  Such 

characteristics give leaders and organizations credibility, building trust to work with one 

another.  

Finding Three: Trust Within and Across Sectors 

All institutions have diverse organizational cultures; the attitudes, values, norms, 

and expectations vary depending on the organization members (Greenberg, 2011).  

Partnership dynamics are directly affected by the interaction between two different 

cultures.  Weare et al. (2014) argue that the level of reciprocity is based on such relationship 
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and not necessarily on complementary organizational cultures.  Ultimately, complementary 

and dissimilar organizational cultures can impede collaboration (Goldring & Sims, 2005).  

Collaboration is mostly achieved when there is trust within the organization and 

across multiple organizations.  Scholars argue that trust is built from transformational 

leadership qualities: idealized influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, 

and individualized consideration (Bass, 1985; Sosik & Dionne, 1997).  Idealized influence 

refers to the ability to model behavior while through exemplary achievements, character, 

and behavior (Marzano et al., 2005).  Inspirational motivation is characterized by the 

communication of high performance expectations and individualized consideration refers 

to a leader’s interest for its followers (Duck, 1998; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2000). 

Although students did not explicitly discuss trust within and across sectors, they 

alluded to the partnership and collaborative spirit between CYCE and WCCC.  All of the 

students stated that they learned about WCCC through CYCE.  Furthermore, that CYCE 

informed them of the WCCC opportunities and encouraged, sometimes required, them to 

enroll.  Recent graduate of CYCE Errick affirmed:  

This program has given us that one chance that we never got to finish; with 

our previous high school we thought that we'd never finish it or graduate.  

We're already older, passing 18 so this is giving us a chance to get our high 

school diploma and go to college at the same time. 

A high level of trust can be inferred by the push to co-enroll students in both programs.  

Furthermore, as students talk about WCCC and CYCE, it seems as though they see the 

various services as coming from one entity—the WCCC–CYCE partnership. 
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The majority of the practitioner interviews expressed positive remarks regarding 

their current organizational partnerships.  When asked to describe their ideal partnership, 

all of the practitioners immediately articulated the WCCC–CYCE partnership; they 

expressed not only a satisfaction but a sense of pride to be engaged in such partnership 

work.  The stories of success emphasized trust, collegiality, and student achievement.  The 

overwhelming majority of practitioners indicated that trust within and across sectors was 

the foundation to all partnerships.  According to the literature—and aligned to practitioner 

descriptions—trust entails genuine communication of high performance expectations 

aligned to a vision, willingness and commitment to change organizational structures, 

encouraging others to look at problems from different angles, all while having genuine 

interest and concern for the needs and feelings of (Bass, 1990; Kotter, 1998; Marzano et 

al., 2005; Price et al., 2015). 

Trust within and across sectors was discussed by 83 percent of the practitioners.  

When speaking about building trust, practitioners passionately described the need for a 

shared mission, vision, and philosophy that allows for trusted personal connections.  

Furthermore, emphasizing that it is only when such trust is present that genuine partnership 

negotiations can take place. 

Shared Mission, Vision, and Philosophy 

With the exception of one direct service staff, nonprofit practitioners 

enthusiastically described CYCE’s mission and vision “to join with others in the 

community to create an environment where the basic needs are met; where youth can 

develop positive social skills.”  When discussing their programs and services, all nonprofit 

practitioners described a minimum of two partners that support their efforts.  The core work 



 

 

 
87 

of CYCE was described as providing wraparound services and connecting partners to build 

a strong coalition for young people.  However, the essential academic component—

secondary, post-secondary, and career technical training—is outsourced to different 

partners.  Although a charter school partner implements the CYCE’s secondary academic 

component and the WCCC implements the post-secondary academic component, CYCE 

practitioners were active decision-makers and collaborators in the work.  Belle expressed: 

We have a shared vision in terms of lifting up this community.  Each partner 

has given the other partner a very significant role in their daily operating 

aspect.  You don't take away from your entity, but you make sure that you're 

considered to be symbiotic. 

This statement is significant because it highlights the importance of remaining true to one’s 

organizational mission and culture while simultaneously being nimble enough to adapt to 

the environment, community needs, and external organizational cultures.  In addition, by 

describing the relationship as symbiotic, the practitioner is emphasizing that the respect 

and trust is reciprocal.  

As practitioners depicted the deep interactions and cross-collaboration, it was clear 

why a shared mission and vision was the foundation to the partnership work.  Dennise 

describes the interaction between CYCE and WCCC: 

We’re really proud about our relationship with WCCC.  The partnership has 

received a lot of national attention.  For example, Youthbuild USA, has 

come out a few times to visit to see our partnership and to look at what we 

do as a model for other nonprofits to partner with community colleges—

create an MOU [memorandum of understanding] and to ask for [physical] 
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space on campus is critical.  At CYCE, everything we do is a collaboration, 

we understand that we are not educational experts and that is why we partner 

with those that are.  Our role is to really bring an understanding of the 

support services needed for opportunity youth that are being served by the 

educational systems, to leverage funding, to recruit and to plant seeds, and 

to staff up programs, but at the end of the day we rely on WCCC to give us 

knowledge about how to provide students with [college] access and that is 

how the relationship goes.  We sort of advocate on behalf of the needs of 

young people and then WCCC tells us what it is going to take.  So that 

partnership is critical. 

The notion that partners are playing a significant role in each other’s daily operations 

embodies the concepts of synergy and true partnership where goals and terms are identified 

while striving for mutual success.  

The six administrators’ tone and body language reflected relief and satisfaction with 

each other’s working styles.  This observation is significant because it suggests a symbiotic 

relationship that allows for effective communication and direction towards a common 

vision.  Such practitioners acknowledged that it was not always a fluid conversation, 

especially in the beginning stages of development.  Aligning missions and visions led to 

honest discussions about philosophy, outcomes, and even funding.  Dennise characterized 

an ideal partnership as having a “shared philosophy and that philosophy is sort of the pillar 

of decision-making and crisis management that we can always circle back to that.”  

Although Dennise was the only practitioner that referenced the term “philosophy,” other 
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practitioners alluded to each individual’s guiding principles towards working with 

opportunity youth.  

When discussing their work with opportunity youth, all practitioners were 

passionate and excited, reflecting a genuine desire to make a difference in the lives of 

young people.  Two of the main philosophies described by practitioners were being 

student-centered and partnership-driven.  Student-centered entailed developing programs 

and offering services with student success in mind, and acknowledging student feedback 

and input as essential in all phases of program design, implementation, and evaluation.  By 

describing the student-centered strategies implemented at their institutions (i.e., Youth 

Council, student focus groups, youth leadership, youth participation in committees), 

practitioners affirmed a strength-based culture in which young people are “active 

participants” of their life and future.  As described by Fabian, one of the main program 

components for CYCE is “building leadership development amongst the young people, so 

they know how to access resources for themselves and not sitting back and relying on 

others because this population is an adult population . . . where they have to move forward 

independent” (Fabian).  WCCC practitioners recognize that the hard and soft skills gained 

in their academic programs support leadership development and overall self-efficacy for 

opportunity youth.  Furthermore, all practitioners are cognizant that they need partners to 

achieve their mission-driven goals.  

Due to the nature of nonprofits and community colleges, neither can provide the 

full spectrum of services for opportunity youth.  When asked about gaps in their services, 

all of the practitioners recognized that they need partners to fully operate and provide 

numerous services.  All practitioners spoke highly of their network of partners—in 
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particular of each other.  CYCE mentioned WCCC as one of their strongest partners and 

vice versa.  All practitioners argued that even with additional funding and capacity, each 

organization should continue focusing on their core business and continue collaborating 

with organizations to fill service gaps.  Ricardo declared: 

[CYCE] strategically put coalition in the beginning [of the name] because 

we know that the needs of the community are so high, but at the same time 

we are not the only organization that can supply every single need that every 

single community member needs.  

Thus, the practitioners’ partnership-driven philosophy acknowledges that opportunity 

youth, among other individuals being served, require an array of robust services from a 

large spectrum.  Although each institution may have a specific focus, emphasis, or 

expertise, practitioners explained what it means to be partnership-driven.  The concept of 

building a coalition of partners was important for both organizations, but CYCE was more 

adamant about needing partners like WCCC to be successful.  Dennise expressed, “all work 

we do is more complex because we do it in partnerships.  I can’t . . . make decisions that 

WCCC doesn’t agree with, nor do I want to . . . I can’t make moves without garnering the 

support of the partners at the table.”  When operating decisions depend on partners, it is 

imperative that there is more than a shared vision, mission, and philosophy, as well as 

personal connections that can strengthen the trust and communication among partnering 

organizations. 

Personal Connections 

Personal connections between organization leaders and direct service individuals 

are part of the historical background of successful partnerships.  Personal connections 
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include the interaction between differing personal and organizations cultures central to 

partnership dynamics that create a system of reciprocal relationships (Weare et al., 2014).  

When asked about ideal partnerships and selecting partners for new or ongoing initiatives, 

67 percent of practitioners recounted their experience working with individuals from the 

partnering organization.  The most described personal connection was between two 

practitioners holding senior management positions in their organization.  Practitioners 

characterized them as the visionary, innovative leaders that led the charge in developing 

and strengthening the partnership.  When practitioners were describing them, there was a 

sense of admiration and amazement at all of the work they had accomplished and at the 

foundation they had set for both organizations. 

Dennise narrated a significant element of the relationship between CYCE and 

WCCC administrators: 

When I hit a road block somewhere, it really is me calling the Executive 

Director and saying that I don’t know what else to do and then it’s him, 

texting or picking up the phone, calling the vice president or president and 

asking for that vantage point.  So that’s one thing I took in heavily on my 

relationships that exist. 

Dennise’s story vividly describes the personal connections among organizational 

leadership.  On one hand, having the ability to text or call college administrators shows the 

value they have for each other’s partnership—they are available for each other without 

having to navigate any bureaucracies.  On the other hand, having such strong rapport to be 

able to question and directly address challenges speaks highly of the genuine relationship 

between both organizations.  Other practitioners shared similar stories about how effective 
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and efficient the communication was between the two organizations because of the 

personal connections between executive leadership.  As a result of such connection, 

relationships flourished between directors, deans, grant writers, student services lead, 

youth advocates, teachers, and faculty.  Such multilevel relationships “helped 

institutionalize the relationship [between partners] and give it a little bit more longevity” 

(Clara).  

In addition to strengthening the working relationships and the partnership to 

support opportunity youth, it is important to note that internal capacity and personal 

reflection also stems from collaboration.  Belle assessed, “There is sufficient candor where 

you can talk about each other's strengths and weaknesses.  Then ideally in the partnership 

there's also reflective space . . . [where] you have opportunities to discuss without feeling 

threatened.”  The importance of such statement is that through partnerships, practitioners 

allow cross-organizational learning in which they are able to identify areas of improvement 

while celebrating accomplishments. 

The network of personal connections is embodied in the active participation of key 

administrators and staff in each other’s organizations.  One of the community college 

practitioners described her participation as a Board Member of CYCE, “It's hard because 

you don't want any conflict of interest and my goal is to look for the best interest of CYCE.  

Not to look out for the best interest of WCCC.  Fortunately, CYCE is good for WCCC.”  

Near the end of the interview with this community college practitioner, she stated, “Even 

at conception, CYCE was ‘reliant on a partner . . . ’ that fully sponsored them until they 

became their own 501(c)(3).”  The intricate personal connections are deeper than just 
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individuals and organizations.  Personal connections were also depicted as “deep-rooted” 

connections to the City of West Coast. 

All of the practitioners interviewed have a longstanding relationship with the 

community they serve.  Eighty-three percent of the practitioners were born and/or raised 

in the City of West Coast.  When summarizing their experience with opportunity youth, 

practitioners spoke about the history of violence in the community, the marginalization of 

young people that were pushed out of high school, and the bright future they wanted for 

the community.  As they described their journey as opportunity youth advocates, 

practitioners elaborated on their volunteering efforts, activism, engagement as elected 

officials, and commitment to building coalitions.  Such personal connection to the cause, 

the community, and each other enabled the organizations to have ongoing dialogue about 

realistic partnership terms. 

Partnership Terms 

As indicated in the literature, by creating formal and informal communication 

channels, individuals develop partnership terms to guide the discussion and the work, while 

keeping both parties accountable (Mader et al., 2013; Price et al., 2015).  Partnership terms 

include desired achievements, strategies, activities, deliverables, timelines, and if 

applicable, financial cost.  As practitioners described the process of setting partnership 

terms, the driving factors considered were self-interest (50 percent), negotiations (75 

percent), and resource dependency (100 percent). 

Self-interest.  Self-interest is defined as concerning primarily for what an 

individual or an organization want; a concern for one’s own interest or advantage versus 

others’ (Guo & Acar, 2005; Malatesta & Smith, 2014).  The four practitioners that 
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identified and elaborated on the concept of bringing the institution’s self-interest to the 

partnership table were the most senior and experienced administrators.  Guadalupe was the 

most vocal about the importance of voicing one’s self-interest when setting partnership 

terms:  

If you’re going to do it by having people suppress their self-interest it’s 

doomed for failure.  There has to be some place in the process of developing 

were people are required to state what their self-interest is in terms of 

building the partnership. 

In this context, the concept of identifying one’s self-interest is a testament to the trust and 

personal relationship between leaders.  By explicitly describing the organizational needs 

and desired outcomes, partners can immediately identify the alignment to their self-

interests and thus allow for a more effective and honest discussion.  

Practitioners argued that when trust has been established, delineating the activities 

and desired outcomes is easier.  When discussing their programs and services, all 

practitioners described how their funding is affected by their deliverables and their 

outcomes.  By articulating what they need to be successful since the beginning, partners 

can brainstorm around collaborative strategies to create “win–win” situations.  

For example, Fabian talked about forming partnerships at the beginning of an 

initiative and to “conduct the appropriate research to make sure you have the right partner 

in place, they usually would have a great track record that someone you know is going to 

defend.”  Researching a potential partner will help identify if there are shared values, goals, 

and mission that will allow for a synergistic partnership.  Consequently, what may have 
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started as a quest to fulfill one’s self-interest transitioned to mutual goals.  Belle described 

how self-interest is essential to partnership success: 

First of all, we work for a public organization, and we have to sustain 

ourselves.  We have to make sure it makes business-sense to us in the sense 

of we're not going to be in a situation where we're going to negatively 

impact our organization in terms of resources.  Number one is looking at do 

we have the resources available to it?  I think number two are the 

[partnership] terms, is looking at what do we want to have as a result of this 

partnership?  I think for the terms of the partnership it needs to be a win–

win.  For us a win–win means we have to have a completion out of it and 

we need to make sure that we have some form of enrollment growth as a 

result.  For us you have to check off both.  It has to translate to that because 

that's our business model. 

Guadalupe stated that a partnership with competing interests is a partnership that will not 

flourish because of the constant negotiation that will need to take place.  Announcing one’s 

self-interest allows for an ideal situation in which the shared understanding of outcomes 

exists; “everyone is in accordance that such outcomes is what they want for young people 

and how each partner fits into that vision” (Dennise).  Once everyone at the table reflect 

and acknowledge what others want and need out of the partnership, the easier it is to begin 

negotiations.  

Resource dependency and negotiations.  Resource dependency is the foundation 

to a partnership negotiation.  Resource dependence theory is a framework that is applied to 

partnerships and is based on the principle that an organization must engage in transactions 
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with organizations to acquire resources that are critical to their survival and growth (Bevir, 

2007; Golici & Mentzer, 2005; Malatesta & Smith, 2014).  Guillermo explained the 

significance of resource depedency: 

It is important to identify what they can bring to the table because 

sometimes it is bartering.  If they can provide things that we, as a college, 

can’t pay for, then great.  This allows for us to leverage other resources to 

make the partnership work.  For example they pay for food, supplies, and 

transportation for the students while we leverage facilities and instruction. 

As indicated by the concept of resource-dependency, once organizations conduct a 

resource inventory, they can identify what resources they can provide and the gaps.  

In turn, they can use their assets to negotiate for others’ assets.  As indicated by this 

study, assets can be “people, staff, money, space, and even networks” (Clara). 

In addition to mission alignment and a collaborative spirit, 100 percent of the 

practitioners alluded to gaps in services and programs that ultimately made them dependent 

on a partner.  Given that a key element of developing partnership terms is negotiations, 100 

percent of the practitioners discussed its importance and function.  Fabian articulated his 

experience negotiating: 

Coming to the negotiation table you can’t think that you’re doing a favor 

for the [other] institution.  A lot of nonprofits believe that . . . we’re bringing 

them more students, so they should do this and that.  No, I don’t think that 

works.  I think coming to the table in a partnership saying this is what our 

nonprofit is willing to do, and what that is and put on the table an offer to 

give . . . I think starting there reduces any kind of tension or any kind of 
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assumptions and it just makes the conversation go a lot smoother, to were 

your not coming from a place where I’m asking or demanding or telling 

you—you need to do for me.  We’re going to do [things] for each other and 

I think our conversations tend to start that way. 

Seventy-five percent of the practitioners emphasized the importance of negotiations at the 

initial stages of partnership development and throughout its lifespan.  Fabian was very 

adamant about being transparent with what CYCE have to offer as a partner, even when a 

partner may be perceived to be more financially stable and mature.  As it relates to their 

mission, vision, and current funding sources, CYCE described their main leverage as their 

ability to outreach and recruit young people, soft skill development, work readiness, 

housing, and most importantly a network of partners that can provide wraparound services, 

community resources, and secondary education.  The needs they bring to the discussion 

are dependent on the outcomes they are trying to meet.  However, the general ask from 

their community college counterparts is academic support via training, education, and 

curriculum development. 

 There were mixed perceptions of identifying and committing to partnerships.  

Guillermo described how the college “hardly says no to anyone [who wants to partner] . . 

. especially when they have a captive audience.”  However, Belle argued that “over the 

course of the last 8 years, we've grown to be more selective on who we [select as a] 

partner.”  Furthermore, Belle expressed how fortunate WCCC has been in outlining the 

“rules of engagement”:  

Partnerships are formed when I see a clear, clear benefit to both the 

institution and to the recipient of the services, when there can be something 
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clear that there is a definite add-on and that we're not selling or we're not 

marketing something that's not substantive enough to be beneficial.  

Selectivity of partners can be attributed to the variances in administrator purview and scope 

of work.  Nonetheless, the negotiating terms are similar.  As a community college, WCCC 

leveraging service is post-secondary education.  Fabian stated, “We bring numerous 

elements to the table . . . the legitimacy as a public accredited institution of higher education 

. . . and expertise in providing quality education, such as developmental, career technical, 

and transfer oriented to attract partners.”  Thus, the main gap addressed by nonprofits like 

CYCE is the number of students that can be served by the community college’s academic 

programs.  Additionally, students enrolled and successfully completing programs of study 

at a community college is supported by an array of resources in a continuum of services 

provided by nonprofits.  

Practitioners from both institutions described how CYCE’s leverage and value 

stems from their ability to outreach and recruit, provide intensive case management and 

follow up, and ultimately be a trusted ally for the young person.  As both institutions 

described their strengths as leverage, it is important to recognize that all practitioners 

acknowledged gaps in their work that could only be fulfilled by each other.  

Significance 

As individuals and organizations prepare to create joint ventures with external 

partners, it is critical that they first reflect on the health of their own organization.  

Assessing one’s internal readiness prior to committing to partake in partnership work is 

important.  Trust within an organization can be achieved through personal connections, 

interdivisional collaboration, communication, and transformative leadership.  Prior to 
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partnering with external organizations in an attempt to build trust, it is important to assess 

one’s self-interest and delineate terms that can be negotiable.  Practitioners were very 

confident with presenting the concept that communication and honesty generate genuine 

discussions, friendly negotiations, and, ultimately, begin to build trust across sectors.  

Authentic trust is not developed until the work and follow-up is assessed. 

Finding Four: Limitations Resulting from Time and Institutional Capacity 

Establishing effective partnerships takes commitment and resources.  Financial and 

time commitments frequently outweigh the potential benefits of engaging in partnership 

work (Christense et al., 1996).  Together, budget shortages and limited staff capacity 

require individuals to add partnership work to their current workload.  In tracking 

partnership implementation, ongoing follow-up, and accountability measures, practitioners 

have found themselves pressed for time and fail to devote the appropriate time to evaluate 

process and areas of improvement (Bragg, 2015; Price et al., 2015). 

During the focus group, the young people discussed the various programming 

available to them as WCCC and CYCE students.  It can be inferred that in order to provide 

such services, WCCC and CYCE took the time to design and implement a program that is 

mutually beneficial.  CYCE alumni Cassandra recalled how she was able to capitalize on 

the “high school credit [recovery] program while taking college classes, doing skills 

training to prepare for a job, work skills, and managing your money.”  Similarly, Marcus, 

another CYCE alumni, compared WCCC–CYCE program with the traditional high school 

where he was previously enrolled: 
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My old high school was regular.  It was like a jail.  Maybe because it is not 

a big campus, you don’t have much freedom to slack off but you have 

freedom to more classes.  It’s not like a public high school.  

As young people boasted about the various program and services, they also discussed the 

importance for practitioners to take the time to work with students and understand their 

experiences.  Recent CYCE graduate Jazmine added: 

School staff probably think they know that kid will screw up, but they also 

have to find ways to try to help them out.  I remember at my school most 

of the counselors also didn't help out that much.  They didn’t have time for 

us.  There's some flaws in the system. 

These young people’s accounts highlighted the importance of taking the time and 

developing institutional capacity to work in strengthening partnerships that directly affect 

young people.  Although very pleased with the CYCE and WCCC partnership, 

interviewees’ discussion alluded to the limitations in time and capacity.  The majority of 

young people (72 percent) agreed with one of the student’s statements, “They should make 

school hours longer, more after school programs and force students to do more if they’re 

behind.”  Another student talked about having additional programs and opportunities 

because they “only did one or two classes with WCCC, we should do more, and have more 

options.”  This comment precipitated a positive discussion about the types of services 

provided as a result of the partnership.  The young people participating in the focus group 

were genuinely grateful for the program.  The interviewees validated the strong partnership 

between CYCE and WCCC—they did not see a distinction between each one, they simply 

knew that they were part of both institutions. 
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Practitioner participants expressed their desire to engage in partnerships and 

coalition-building.  One hundred percent of the 12 practitioners acknowledged the 

importance of engaging their partners in meaningful and productive ways.  However, the 

same individuals indicated that time and the lack of institutional capacity were major 

barriers to building and solidifying those partnerships.  Dennise argued, “Not only does it 

take time to develop and really strengthen a partnership, but it takes people—and not just 

anyone, someone that has the skill to work with external partners.”  Most of the 

practitioners expressed remorse in not being able to dedicate more time to initiatives they 

deemed worthy.  Irma expressed her disappointment: 

Challenges may come up because we are individuals that wear multiple 

hats, a lot of times the bandwidth may not be there, capacity may be hard, 

while our heart is in it and we want to do it, we may not have enough time 

in the day to do it—that may be a challenge.  

Practitioners expressed their different roles in the stages of partnership 

development: setting and negotiating the terms (58 percent) and implementing 

collaborative services (92 percent).  Only 42 percent of the practitioners indicated 

involvement in both stages, which emphasizes the limitations set forth by the institution’s 

organizational structure.  Limitations can be attributed to either capacity in time to bring 

all stakeholders to the table or to leaders’ decision to not involve on-the-ground, direct 

service staff to the conversation.  Furthermore, although practitioners acknowledged that 

partnerships support organizational and programmatic limitations, the cost as it relates to 

time and personnel create a burden. 
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Time to Develop and Implement Partnerships 

As a result of numerous intricate elements, partnership development and 

implementation takes time.  Elements include, but are not limited to goal setting, planning, 

prioritizing, and executing.  The more individuals involved in partnerships, the more time 

necessary to make decisions and come to a consensus.  In this case, collaboration and 

consensus from administrators from both nonprofit organizations and community colleges, 

as well as direct service individuals (faculty, teachers, youth advocates, counselors, 

coordinators, etc.) and students require ongoing meetings, emails, and follow-up. 

Belle explained, “To make it [partnerships] work, it is important to find leaders 

with the right competencies to be innovative risk-takers in the context of the institutional 

culture.”  Additionally, Fabian reported that it has been “really great to be able to sit at the 

table with deans and academic counselors that made that process easier.”  In addition to 

the challenges in identifying the “right” individuals, finding the time to all meet is equally 

difficult.  Tomas elaborated on the challenge of “having people on board and agreeing, but 

not always having the final decision-makers available to move things along faster.”  

Availability for cross-institutional collaboration was identified as a key challenge by 83 

percent of the practitioners. 

In addition to finding time for cross-institutional collaboration, additional time 

must be set for internal preparation and intra-departmental collaboration.  Fabian 

summarized:  

The way we operate is kind of from a collaborative sense, so we rely heavily 

on our senior staff and staff, as well as our partners before making a decision 
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. . . The organization is structured from a collaboration base, so just making 

a decision on your own is not the smartest thing to do. 

Depending on individuals to make decisions, ensuring proper formal and informal 

consultation, and vetting ideas has its benefits to partnership development, but it also takes 

time.  Guillermo pointed out the various planning meetings and “pre-meetings” necessary 

to ensure ongoing dialogue and preparation.  For individuals planning and implementing 

partnership work, the number of meetings was only part of the work.  The five practitioners 

that have a role in both planning and implementing discussed the amount of time required 

to deliver on commitments.  

Navigating through the bureaucracies is not only complex but time-consuming.  

Fabian explained: 

It is not that they don’t want to do it, but you do have to understand the 

barriers and obstacles that the community college partner has to deal with; 

even if they love your program, they still have to jump through a lot of 

hurdles and that’s exactly what was a little difficult to deal with, but 

amazingly, because of folks like . . . [practitioners in this study], we were 

able to weather a whole lot of that because they took that on. 

Practitioners described how navigating bureaucracies takes time.  For example, Juanita 

described the challenges with enrolling young people in CYCE and WCCC programs.  In 

addition to the various applications and enrollment forms they need to complete for both 

organizations, she stated that one of the major issues to enrolling students in classes were 

the WCCC holds on the student records.  Some of those holds were from previous attempts 

to enroll and/or complete courses at WCCC or within the district, incomplete or inaccurate 
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financial aid processing, and outstanding student fees.  As a result, Teresa described how 

she worked with CYCE to streamline such processes.  CYCE provides WCCC a list of 

students that will be enrolling.  Prior to completing any paperwork for WCCC, she verifies 

if they have a student identification number and if there are any holds.  If there are any 

issues, WCCC and CYCE solve any potential registration issues prior to the student 

attempting to register.  

Eighty-three percent of the practitioners explained that the communication between 

both institutions is key, even if a specific issue takes time to be implemented.  Two 

nonprofit practitioners explicitly stated that having ongoing dialogue as each institution 

navigates through challenges helps foster a stronger team dynamic.  Identifying innovative 

ways to navigate the system and constant communication, although helpful, also takes time 

away from program delivery.  The time commitment issue fueled the discussion and led to 

dialogue regarding institutional capacity to do the work. 

Institutional Capacity 

Practitioners reported that the most time-consuming part of a partnership is the 

implementation because of all the individuals/divisions involved and the numerous 

components of a strong partnership.  Partnership development and implementation is 

seldom part of an individual’s job description.  Practitioners elaborated that although they 

enjoy being part of the work, the time required to engage in the work is most likely outside 

the official job description, thus requiring more work after the traditional work hours.  

Guadalupe explained: 

You have to look for internal capacity to the agency.  External capacity in 

the community with the nonprofit alignment of both resources, policy, and 
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interests and when you have internal capacity, external capacity, and 

alignment then you have the ability to ask the real questions about 

personnel, outcomes, and developing programs.  

Community college practitioners emphasized wearing many hats for their institution and 

working after hours and on the weekends.  Out of the six community college practitioners, 

five (83 percent) of them were very passionate about the importance of assessing capacity 

prior to committing to any projects.  On the other hand, only three (50 percent) of the 

nonprofit practitioners mentioned having a limited capacity.  This can be attributed to the 

overall culture of partnerships at both types of organizations and the overwhelming amount 

of bureaucracies within the community college system. 

As a result of such limitations, Carlos identified two questions that drive his 

decision for new initiatives: “Do we have the capacity and if we don’t have the capacity, 

is this something that can easily be met?”  Guillermo firmly acknowledged that the 

“community college does not have the internal capacity to partner with the external 

capacity.”  When describing the limitations of the staffing model, 83 percent of the 

community college practitioners and 33 percent of the nonprofit practitioners described the 

bureaucracies with the district’s personnel commission.  In particular, hiring (67 percent) 

and program design (75 percent) were identified as two components that were limited by 

the community college bureaucracies that were perceived to limit capacity.  The 

shortcomings in staffing have an overall effect in the depth and breadth of partnerships.  

Guadalupe illustrated the limitations as they relate to the hiring process at a 

community college: 



 

 

 
106 

Nonprofits have the ability to do some things, that in my opinion, colleges 

are somewhat restrained by the limitations related to the personnel 

commission and to the participatory governance processes.  I don’t think 

that the number of staff and the range of staff [at nonprofit organizations] 

are available to us—through our hiring process, it would probably, have a 

lesser chance of being successful than working with the nonprofit world. 

Another community college administrator briefly described the frustration behind the 

hiring process—limitations of using a limited pre-screened candidate list, levels of 

approvals required to open up a position, and most important, the limitation in type of 

position that can be created and duties that can be assigned. 

In efforts to address the hiring and funding limitations, practitioners reported that 

WCCC has leveraged CYCE staff.  Guillermo described the nonprofit’s flexibility to 

implement the work that community colleges are not always able to do: 

[Nonprofits] have less red tape that ties them to do specific things.  So for 

example we are tied down by all types of regulations about whom we can 

help, when we can we help them . . . Versus a nonprofit that really answers 

to their grants or wherever they’re getting their funding.  So as long as 

they’ve written into their grant that they would be providing x, y and z and 

they can document those things they have a little bit more leeway to look at 

I want to do this differently or I want to do this in this way or that way. 

Along the same argument, Teresa expressed frustration with the idea that the community 

college “system really doesn’t allow that kind of flexibility with this type of [opportunity 

youth] population.  It’s like we have one menu and one menu only.”  Although practitioners 
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recognize the limitations in the type of services that can be provided for opportunity youth, 

all practitioners responded “no” when asked if community colleges should assume the 

responsibility of nonprofits if they had the financial and structural capability.   

Not only did all of the practitioners quickly respond “no,” but they each followed 

up with reasons as to why nonprofits are important, the most popular being rooted in the 

community (100 percent), experts in their field (92 percent), and mission creed (58 

percent).  The response that came with the most emotion from community college 

practitioners, moreover, was that community colleges have a lot of “red tape” (50 percent) 

and such bureaucracies make it difficult to move forward quickly to provide programming 

that would be ideal in serving opportunity youth.  As practitioners described the partnership 

and the successes that have produced remarkable outcomes related to college access for 

opportunity youth, a discussion regarding the data-driven institutionalization of boutique 

programs and the concept of institutional transformation flourished.  

Data-driven Decision Making 

Only 58 percent of practitioners—six administrators and one community college 

direct service practitioner—described the need to make data-drive decisions.  Guillermo 

recognized that the college has moved into a “realm where every decision is data-driven . 

. . my job really is to do the inquiry of saying, ‘What do our students need, what data do 

we have, and what do we want to accomplish’ before we go down a specific path.”  A 

strategy discussed by both community college and nonprofit practitioners to capture data 

that will allow for better decision-making, especially as it relates to program design for 

opportunity youth, was piloting certain components of new initiatives prior to expanding 

or scaling.  Carlos stated: 
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When we do have special projects, we pilot smaller groups before we have 

a large number of students affected . . . if it is inside the classroom there’s a 

method to it and if it’s outside of the classroom more structural or 

organizational in nature it will go through that process, in particular if it is 

going to be institutional wide, it is going to go through the shared-

governance side.  All in all, we need to get the right data, especially for 

faculty. 

Carlos is not only active in various college committees, but is a well-known leader in his 

campus community.  During his interview, he discussed how presenting data to individuals, 

especially faculty, is more likely to move the needle.  Practitioners in academia were more 

adamant about data collection, analysis, and reporting to present ideas and propose 

changes.  From the continuous references to the shared-governance structure in the 

community college, practitioners have clearly experienced the setbacks and pushback from 

the campus community if the process is not followed and buy-in is not achieved.  

All administrators spoke about using data for program assessment, evaluation, and 

improvement.  Community college practitioners described a more active role in 

incorporating data while nonprofit practitioners talked about the need and plan to have a 

more robust program evaluation component.  CYCE recently hired a full-time data 

manager that built out an organizational database and is ensuring a “system for continuous 

improvement that is data-driven, that we’re looking at the data, making refinements to our 

programs based on what we find” (Dennise).  Fabian explained that a third-party evaluator 

was also hired as a consultant to help provide data on best practices and areas of 

improvement.  Fifty-eight percent of practitioners comprehend the need for data-driven 
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decision-making and are having ongoing discussions regarding institutionalizing best 

practices that are supported by outcomes and appropriate data. 

Institutionalization of Best Practices 

Practitioners described the general community college system as an overly 

bureaucratic (83 percent), slow to change (50 percent), and hierarchical siloed institution 

(58 percent).  The same number of practitioners attributed the opportunity to change and 

institutionalize some of the work to an administrator on campus.  When identifying best 

practices to institutionalize, it is important to acknowledge that practitioners from the 

nonprofit and community college have clearly defined deliverables aligned to their core 

business—they understand that they “can’t be everything to everyone” (Belle) and that 

“each has their role and expertise in the community” (Dennise).  With such context in mind, 

all of the practitioners were honest when asked how their organization institutionalizes best 

practices derived from their partnership work.  Seventy-five percent of the practitioners 

described the process of developing evidence-based policies that would be vetted by the 

appropriate individuals to formally adopt such policies.  Furthermore, nonprofit 

practitioners admitted that although formal and informal dialogue was taking place, no 

formal documentation of adopted processes had been memorialized.  However, as the 

documentation of such policies is in process, nonprofit practitioners stated that there are 

core practices that have been streamlined across all programs. 

The three community college direct service practitioners depicted the process of 

implementation by starting with piloting programs and going through the shared-

governance process to adopt.  Further, community college practitioners argue that although 

best practices have been identified and replicated across different programs and 
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partnerships, there has been no formal institutionalization process.  Belle candidly 

expressed: 

I'd like to be able to say we have this methodology, but we don't, we don't.  

We really learn from what we've done.  We don't do it in a consistent or 

systematic way.  We don't have that.  I honestly don't have that kind of 

patience, and I don't want to say patience like I'm impatient.  It's hard to 

document the work while you're doing, and it's hard to really come up with 

metrics of what to assess when you have so much need.  

Fabian and Clara shared similar sentiments as Belle.  Partnerships are embedded in the 

culture of both institutions, however the “appropriate dosage, rigor, and resources that are 

required to make it happen, vary” (Guillermo).  As practitioners seemed optimistic 

regarding their ability to institutionalize best practices, half of the practitioners expressed 

their concern with leadership turnover, thereby emphasizing that the loss of key champions 

may lead to the discontinuity of such movements. 

Significance 

For practitioners looking to engage in partnership work, it is important to prepare 

for the time and resource commitment to be successful.  They must identify key leads 

within the organization that understand the vision yet are able to follow up on the minute 

details.  Just as important as it is to prepare, it is important to be strategic about 

implementation and sustainability.  Although the cost to partner may outweigh the short 

term benefits, it is essential that the student remains the core of the decision-making 

process. 

Summary 
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Practitioners presented a wealth of knowledge about the opportunity youth 

experience and their overall barriers to college access.  The majority of the practitioners 

alluded to a personal connection to opportunity youth as their framework to working with 

such population.  Practitioner experience and passion for working with opportunity youth 

were both capitalized by champions in key decision-making roles.  In turn, such champions 

are able to support and build trust within one’s organization and across the partnership.  

Such trust would continue to strengthen the partnership—even if limitations in time and 

institutional capacity pose a barrier to institutional change, adoption, and transformation.  
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Chapter 5: Discussions and Conclusions 

Evidence in this study suggests that the core of successful college–nonprofit 

partnerships are people—underrepresented students and the educators and community 

leaders determined to help them succeed.  As the partnership movement flourished in the 

1980s, studies focused on the new undertaking have conveyed numerous inherent problems 

resulting from partnership work.  At the local level, lack of trust, time, and accountability 

were identified as barriers to collaboration.  Additionally, at the state and national level, 

major barriers are funding, policies, and existing K–20 educational partnerships.  

Nonetheless, in spite of the barriers that continue to exist, the partnership movement 

continues to accelerate. 

The purpose of this case study was to create new knowledge about college–

nonprofit partnerships that could in turn be used to inform community colleges and 

nonprofit organizations’ policies/initiatives geared towards collaborative projects that 

support college access for opportunity youth.  It intended to specifically examine cultural 

norms of colleges and nonprofits and how they support and/or hinder strategic partnerships.  

This chapter links major findings from the study with existing scholarship to contribute to 

the theory of partnerships.  

This research used ethnographic inquiry to collect qualitative data by conducting 

in-depth interviews and collecting supportive data by use of critical incidents and a student 

focus group discussion.  Participants in this study included 11 young people who were 

representative of the opportunity youth population, as well as 12 practitioners.  The 12 

practitioners include three community college administrators, three community college 

direct service staff, three community-based nonprofit executives, and three community-
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based nonprofit direct service staff.  The data were coded, analyzed, and organized by the 

study’s main research question—What factors shape the development of community 

college–nonprofit partnerships focused on the college access for opportunity youth?—and 

three sub-questions: 

1. How do community colleges integrate the opportunity youth experience in their 

services? 

2. What institutional infrastructure is necessary to support students of color in higher 

education?  

3. How do community colleges institutionalize practices and policies as a result of 

collaborative initiatives? 

In this final chapter, I discuss the findings in comparison to the literature in order 

to provide interpretative insights to reconstruct a more holistic understanding of 

partnerships.  Layering the new information gleaned from my study over the existing 

concepts and information available offers a new narrative for what is really occurring when 

CBNs and community college engage each other.  The discussion takes into consideration 

the literature on historical context of opportunity youth, college access predictors, and 

institutional transformation to inform partnership work.  The implications for theory and 

practice will be presented in three categories: (a) leadership, (b) organizational, and (c) 

resource allocation. The implications of these findings are intended to augment the 

understanding of the perceptions of why some opportunity youth are unable to access post-

secondary education opportunities and why some partnerships are unable to be sustainable. 

The chapter concludes with areas for future research. 

Implications for Theory and Practice 
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The findings from this study present implications for theory and practice using the 

community college and nonprofit perspective.  Such implications can be used to inform 

current and new partnerships from a leadership, organizational, and funder perspective.  

All three perspectives were identified by participants as being pivotal in the success of 

collaborations they had engaged in.  Leaders engaging in partnership work must have the 

ability to build relationships with numerous stakeholders while navigating the 

bureaucracies of higher education.  Furthermore, organizations—whether nonprofit or 

not—must assess, modify, and adapt to the external needs to ensure they remain relevant 

and competitive.  Lastly, funding mechanisms supporting such efforts should be assessed 

and evaluated to ensure that sustainable system-wide practices are being implemented. 

Leaders engaging in partnership work must have the ability to build relationships 

with numerous stakeholders while navigating the bureaucracies of higher education.  

Furthermore, organizations must assess, modify, and adapt to the external needs to ensure 

they remain relevant and competitive.  Lastly, funding mechanisms supporting such efforts 

should be assessed and evaluated to ensure that sustainable system-wide practices are being 

implemented. 

Leadership Implications 

A key quality of transformative leadership is the ability to build and maintain 

relationships (Johnson, 2009).  A transformative leader is able to model exemplary 

behavior, motivate and inspire, and intellectually stimulate others, while maintaining a 

human connection with their followers (Bass, 1985; Sosik & Dionne, 1997).  In order to 

guide and institutionalize change, a leader must be able to generate buy-in from various 

stakeholder groups (Appelbaum, Habashy, Malo, & Shafiq, 2012; Zachry Rutschow et al., 



 

 

 
115 

2011).  As described in the literature, the foundation of buy-in is trust from followers and 

fellow leaders (Bass, 1990; Marzano et al., 2005); trust is ultimately generated by the 

cultivation of strong positive relationships (Golicic & Mentzer, 2005; Johnson, 2009).  

Thus, in order to change the organizational culture—more specifically, the dominant 

discourse of opportunity youth—transformational second-order change must take place 

(Greenberg, 2011; Kezar, 2001).  According to practitioner interviews, transformative 

leadership qualities described in Chapter 2 are found in the “champions” they described. 

Practitioners characterized champions as decision-makers that led the partnership 

work at each organization by advocating for opportunity, access, and equity for all 

students—especially those that have historically struggled to pursue a higher education 

(Johnson, 2009).  Community college leaders wanting to engage in successful partnerships 

need to not only understand the value of relationships but also appreciate the ramifications 

of their involvement.  Relationships are developed and cultivated internally with staff, 

faculty, colleagues, and superiors, as well as externally with community partners and 

community members.  The ability to connect is the transcending factor of all successful 

partnerships. 

Internal relationships.  As organizational leaders begin the discussion of 

partnerships to fill gaps in services, it is imperative that various stakeholders enter the 

conversation.  Practitioners caution against solely using top-down approaches to 

partnership building because it limits decision-making to the top, ignores ideas and 

information from lower levels, and leads to little task-delegation involved in the change 

process.  Individuals engaged on the ground and working directly with the community will 

have an insightful sense of the needs, areas of improvement, and best practices.  Leaders 
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engaging in such work should provide the time and space for meaningful dialogue to take 

place, allowing for the flow of ideas, planning, implementation, and debriefing.  Keeping 

in mind that partnership work, although rewarding and beneficial, takes work and intensive 

coordination that is most likely an add-on to individuals’ current workloads. 

As more individuals partake in the work, leaders should also invest in better and 

effective professional development for their team.  Laying the foundation for a successful 

partnership is merely the first stage to the collaboration; the team will in turn need to engage 

in the “brick laying,” rapidly ramping up the relationships with people from the partner 

organization.  Transactional training is important and can be seen as sufficient.  However, 

focusing only on the transactional aspects of the job is not an ideal long-term strategy for 

partnership retention.  Thinking of this as a job instead of a labor of love—in effect a 

relationship—is transactional and could sabotage the long-term success of the partnership.  

Acknowledging that partnerships are about the people involved, cultivating a relational 

“business-model” will be more effective.  Although a relational organization leads to a 

more complicated social contract among staff, faculty, administration, students, and 

partners, it also develops a stronger internal culture that values trust.  In many cases, this 

trust will prove to be the secret to success, as the mutually beneficial dynamics will lead to 

codependence.  As indicated by practitioner interviews, trust is the foundation of 

partnerships.  Trust allows the flow of ideas and genuine collaboration among multiple 

organizations.  Henceforth, external relationships benefit by a strong relational culture.  

Relationships with organizational partners.  As community college leaders 

cultivate relationships with external partners like community-based nonprofits, it is 

important to look beyond gaps in services and funding.  Transformative champions should 
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seize the opportunity to address the challenges of underrepresented students on a larger 

scale.  Multi-faceted partnerships can provide more than just boutique programs; leveraged 

initiatives have a higher potential to be scaled up and sustainable as the impact become 

larger and the number of stakeholders increase.  Such initiatives can help focus the local, 

state, and national agenda on the core issues of access to higher education.  To do so, it is 

important to identify community initiatives that are successful and to reflect on how 

partnerships can support such work.  The success of the particular initiative in essence 

becomes a byproduct of the well-cultivated partnership aimed at more than filling the gaps 

that exist. 

Partnerships can shed light on the deficit view of underrepresented students, like 

opportunity youth.  An overwhelming amount of literature presents the concept of 

partnerships as a strategy to leverage funding to provide a service that would not be 

otherwise possible.  Furthermore, justifying the “investment” counteracts the economic 

burden of unsuccessful opportunity youth.  Partnerships that truly understand and embrace 

the opportunity youth journey can bring forth a strength-based voice for such 

underrepresented young adults.  The effective college–nonprofit partnership integrates the 

youth as a core partner; opportunity youth are at the center and are active decision-makers 

throughout the partnership process.  Failing to engage the opportunity youth as a vital 

stakeholder in their own success and failing to leverage the assets they too bring to the 

table as a consequence of their journey could prove to be problematic.  It is a lens that is 

disadvantageous to the success of what can sometimes be a fragile partnership at the onset. 

Relationships with opportunity youth and the community.  Opportunity youth, 

like many other underrepresented populations, have faced academic and psychosocial 
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barriers that impede a streamlined transition from high school to post-secondary education.  

Understanding the student needs and experience is aligned to the historical context of 

opportunity youth and the college access predictors found in the literature.  A strength-

based approach to partnerships should focus on the growth of individuals and the 

community.  In efforts to make decisions that impact opportunity youth, leaders must 

understand the student journey—this involves acknowledging that such youth have 

existing competencies that allow them to empower themselves and the community.  By 

placing young people at the core of the partnership, young people are welcomed to be part 

of the process of transformative change. 

In addition to getting better insight into what strategies will most likely yield better 

results, the integration of opportunity youth in the solution of increasing college access 

models the behavior and culture of relationship building.  Similarly, it is imperative that 

the community is also a key partner of such work.  The term “community” in community 

colleges and community-based nonprofits emphasizes how such institutions are designed 

to serve the residents of the community in which they are situated.  The parents and family 

members of opportunity youth are individuals that make up the community.  Ultimately, 

the opportunity youth experience was shaped and affected by their journey, struggles, and 

resiliency.  By bringing in community expertise, community colleges and nonprofits build 

social capital and empower community members to play roles of an advocate, educator, 

and mentor—emphasizing how partnerships are about people. 

Promising practice: Strategic hiring.  The leadership implications presented by 

this study focus on relationship-building strategies.  As presented in Chapter 2, the overall 

culture of an organization is driven by its leaders.  Thus, a promising strategy practiced by 
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WCCC is bringing people with a disposition conductive to partnerships.  As opposed to 

bringing in experienced individuals for special projects, WCCC looks for such 

competencies when recruiting for new employees.  The organizational value of 

partnerships is indicated by the job descriptions posted by the college.  All administrator 

job descriptions include language on building and leveraging networks and partnerships to 

advance the institutional mission, vision, and goals.  By recruiting and hiring individuals 

that have the skills and experience to build partnerships, relationship building and 

partnership development is embedded in the organizational culture.  

Practitioners alluded to practitioners’ need for cultural competency—

understanding youth experiences and needs in order to ascertain a student-centered 

framework.  As community colleges prepare the workforce, it is to their advantage that 

they support the talent pipeline.  The majority of young people described their desire to 

help opportunity youth; two of the focus group participants shared their aspirations to work 

with opportunity youth in the future.  Just as two of the community college practitioners 

were hired as student-workers and moved up the career ladder, community colleges, and 

nonprofits alike, have the opportunity to ensure experiential and institutional knowledge 

by creating a pipeline for opportunity youth to join their organization.  

Organizational Implications 

As leaders focus on managing relationships, they must simultaneously manage the 

functionality of the organization.  The leadership implications directly affect the 

organizational implications of partnerships by narrowing the focus of relationships to 

achieve certain institutional goals and set standards.  Community college and nonprofit 

organization leaders utilize partnerships to diffuse the intensive pressures to be more 
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financially accountable, develop innovative strategies to achieve their mission, and be more 

resourceful with serving their participant needs (Aschenbrener, 2010).  As community 

colleges undergo organizational redesigns, it is imperative that they respond to not only 

institutional goals and objectives, but to the greater environment outside the institution and 

to the internal culture (Alexander & Nank, 2009; Weare et al., 2014).  Without the ability 

to be nimble, organizations will have difficulties in identifying human and financial 

resources necessary to scale innovations and support second-order change (Bragg et al., 

2014). 

With limited resources and the need for innovative strategies to address the higher 

education enrollment gap, partnerships with community-based nonprofits require cross-

departmental collaboration (Amey et al., 2010).  In today’s world of higher education, 

community colleges must be more flexible and adaptive—they should not be perceived as 

static and resistant to change (Office of Press Secretary, 2014).  This study highlighted 

some of the organizational components that must be present to streamline the 

communication and collaboration among internal divisions and partners.  A shared mission 

with explicit target goals and outcomes provides a roadmap, direction, and focus for the 

partnership work—guiding the dialogue throughout the span of the partnership 

(Aschenbrener, 2010).  From both a student and partner lens, collaboration between college 

divisions and a college liaison aid in navigating the college bureaucracies by breaking 

down silos between student services and academic affairs.  Such organizational 

components assist in identifying strategies to leverage community-based nonprofits in 

partnership initiatives to ensure maximum benefit for students. 
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Intra-divisional collaboration.  As a result of the vertical structure of higher 

education institutions, community colleges are seen as operating in “silos”; the various 

academic departments, student support services, business operations, foundation, 

workforce development, and even athletic programs function parallel to one another, 

promoting their own internal goals.  In contrast, partnerships require that community 

colleges demonstrate a united front in which processes and communication are interwoven 

across units.  Community college partners like nonprofits, high schools, and employers 

require integrated services, emphasizing the need for synchronized activities and goals.  A 

lack of intra-divisional collaboration creates more barriers for both the partnering 

organization and the student, requiring additional steps and time to make decisions, 

coordinate, and implement ideas.  Although the community college infrastructure is 

decentralized in nature, community colleges should seek to present centralized initiatives 

by setting institution-wide goals, objectives, and accountability measures.  

As alluded to in the prior section, intra-divisional collaboration is the direct result 

of relationship building across divisions, both at an individual human level and at a 

functional departmental level.  The reorganization of reporting and functional structures at 

community colleges should look beyond student services and academic affairs, focusing 

on the student experience rather than traditional silos.  Pathway models described by all of 

the practitioners are an integrated approach to breaking down silos in which instructional 

programs and activities are intertwined with coordinated supportive services to help 

students access and complete a college education.  In essence, the fundamental component 

of a pathway model is the increased coordination across departments.  A strong institutional 
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culture and clear mission sets the basis for other organizations to partner without disturbing 

the college’s equilibrium.  

Inter-organizational dialogue.  Similar to the need for collaboration and 

communication between the college’s own departments is the need for inter-organizational 

dialogue.  Shared mission, goals, and outcomes between community colleges and nonprofit 

organizations bring a sense of trust because it alludes to a mutual sense of needs and 

priorities.  Without a clear understanding of common goals and interests, it is difficult to 

build a culture of trust and accountability.  As organizations come together, genuine 

discussions regarding their strengths, needs, opportunities, and limitations must take place.  

Once the shared mission, goals, and outcomes are established, the true collaborative work 

begins—how services will be integrated across organizations.  When entering into such 

discussions, the initial instinct is to use negotiation tactics—not sharing information, 

identifying if one can gain the upper hand, pushing limits, and making unrealistic promises.  

As indicated by 92 percent of the practitioners, promising dialogue practices are not about 

being the key player in the relationship, but about being humble enough to recognize one’s 

gaps in services and limitations.  

As evident by the administrator/manager interviews from both organizations, the 

strategizing and planning for the actual collaborative work is the crux of the partnership.  

When developing services tailored for specific needs, organizations are tasked to find 

innovative ways to deliver programs and ensure that they are complementing and 

supplementing each other rather than competing and supplanting.  Partnerships involving 

student programming often call for the re-engineering of processes related to enrollment, 

orientations, implementation, and student follow-up.  In order to make necessary 
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adjustments, organizations must be open to constructive criticism, changes to traditionally 

rigid processes, and rapid decision-making.  Navigating community college bureaucracies 

requires nimble individuals that can think in terms of a big picture but are detailed enough 

to see the minute intricacies of the work.  

Promising practice: Single point of contact.  Organizational implications are 

centered on acknowledging and breaking down internal silos to develop trust.  Identifying 

a single point of contact (SPOC) for both the community college and nonprofit organization 

is critical.  Understanding that partnerships require various moving pieces from different 

individuals, a SPOC ensures that communication is streamlined, that there is ongoing 

follow-up, troubleshooting, and accountability.  Although the transformative champions 

lead the partnership, they will not be the individuals on the ground implementing.  Thus, 

the SPOC must be able to understand the vision and the intricacies of all the partnership 

components.  From the community college perspective, partnerships specific to college 

access require intra-divisional collaboration between student services (i.e., financial aid, 

admissions and records, counseling, etc.), academic affairs (i.e., instruction, faculty, 

schedules, etc.), and administrative services (i.e., facilities, contracts, billing, bookstore, 

etc.).  Although there are ongoing meetings between the divisions and the partner, the 

SPOC is responsible for communicating needs and streamlining requests.  With the various 

moving pieces and the dire need to support college access for opportunity youth and other 

low-performing groups, local partnerships are not always effective.  A problem so wicked 

deserves to be addressed at a higher systemic level that can contribute to education reform 

for the success of all students.  A system-level change requires buy-in from not only the 
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community college and nonprofit partner, but from funders willing to invest time and 

money. 

Resource Allocation Implications  

Community colleges have historically been funded by the number of students 

enrolled in the institution (Halverson & Plecki, 2011).  Researchers critical of enrollment-

based funding argue that not all students’ needs are equal—those with economic, social, or 

language barriers require a higher level of support, thus requiring additional funding 

(Bergeron et al., 2014; Halverson & Plecki, 2011).  Although such models provide 

incentives for colleges to enhance access, it does not reflect the need of the community and 

student population.  Many states are now reconsidering the enrollment-based funding 

model to move towards a model that aligns with state goals and priorities of performance 

reflected by student retention, persistence, and completers (Performance-Based Funding 

for Higher Education, 2015).  As funding models slowly shift to reflect state priorities and 

student needs, community colleges targeting marginalized populations must continue to 

identify other funding strategies. 

Due to (a) limited funding, (b) organizational mission, vision, and scope, and (c) 

internal expertise, partnerships are able to address multiple gaps in higher education.  

Research emphasizes that multiple interventions are necessary to support student academic 

achievement (Aleman et al., 2013; Aschenbrener, 2010; Department of Housing and Urban 

Development, 2016).  As cross-sector partnerships continue to be the trend and solution to 

the limitations in staffing and funding capacity, it is imperative to be critical of resource 

allocation methods (Amey et al., 2010). 
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Request for Proposals (RFPs).  Throughout the interviews, practitioners 

described the various initiatives that support the work targeting opportunity youth.  The 

opportunity for individuals to come together and continue working together was frequently 

a direct result of funding available.  As the apparent need for partnerships rises, funders 

should consider how their application process promotes collaboration across different 

sectors and organizations and, moreover, consider the depth and breadth of the desired 

impact they wish to see from the direct result of their investment. 

Funders are intentional in the development of requests for proposals, focusing on 

major outcomes they want their grantees to accomplish.  Those that are truly invested in 

college access via partnership development should use the evaluation criteria as a means 

to motivate applicants to pursue strong implementation partners.  A higher point value for 

the criterion that addresses organizational and leadership implications from this study 

would provide a stronger foundation and a higher inclination for successful partnership 

work.  Furthermore, in the same manner champions and stakeholders are expected to pull 

away from a deficit-based discourse, funders and applicants should also do the same.  

Funders and applicants must utilize strength-based rhetoric when describing the target 

population and the community in the statements of needs, work plans, and program 

evaluation.  Furthermore, they should describe how leveraging resources will help tackle 

the challenge at hand. 

Leveraging resources.  There is not a sufficient amount of funding that will ensure 

organizations have robust sustainable services; there is always opportunity to expand one’s 

reach and to dig deeper into potential solutions to address critical issues.  Leveraging 

infrastructure, funding, and people is a crucial element of partnerships.  Tangible resources 
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that must be considered are physical space, supplies, data, and artifacts from 

previous/current work.  Community college practitioners discussed not only the limited 

capacity, but the bureaucracies of the hiring process.  Leveraging people is not only about 

having individuals help with the work, but using the concept of relationship building and 

human capital development.  Developing human capital involves building and maintaining 

relationships to enable exchanges of ideas, knowledge, and networks.  Although leveraging 

resources is an ongoing strategy to complete deliverables and meet outcomes, at a local 

level, leveraging physical and human capital can be difficult, inconsistent, and not 

sustainable.  Moreover, its limitations are many times experienced when undertaking 

systemic statewide and even national systemic issues like college access for opportunity 

youth. 

Solutions to systemic problems.  Although programs and services funded by such 

private and public dollars have led to numerous success stories, it is imperative that we 

question if such partner-based initiatives are only Band-Aid solutions to systemic 

problems.  Without taking away from the impact such services have had on numerous 

opportunity youth across the nation, leaders and funders should question if they will have 

the most success in advancing equity and access in education if they address systemic 

inequalities rather than focusing on targeted populations and boutique programs. 

Policy and resource inequities, unmet needs, power imbalances, and participatory 

inequalities reinforce the cycle of systemic inequality in education.  At the core of such 

disparities are the underrepresented young people and the people that are supporting their 

success, and even those that are creating additional barriers.  Poor educational 

opportunities, substandard facilities, overcrowded classrooms, and violence are only some 
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of the barriers opportunity youth face.  As indicated in Chapter 2, research has identified 

the factors that push young people to drop off from education.  Systemic partnerships are 

one of the many puzzle pieces that must come together.  At the local level, this partnership 

demonstrates how multi-layered partnerships between a college and nonprofit—and their 

partners—can have a positive impact on supporting college access.  However, many 

barriers and ongoing challenges derive from a lack of partnership at state and federal levels.  

As local smaller partnerships address the cycle of systemic inequalities through advocacy 

work, the hope is to mobilize education reform with the young people in mind. 

Promising practice: Bridges to success center.  As indicated in their strategic 

master plan, WCCC has an institutional commitment to partnership with both students and 

external partners to support student success.  All of the practitioners described how 

WCCC’s partnership culture is cultivated at all levels within the organization—

administration, direct service, and students.  In 2010, as WCCC success rates were ranked 

in the low percentile, CYCE passed their five-year mark, and city initiatives centered on 

opportunity youth, the first structured WCCC–CYCE program was launched.  As a direct 

response to the internal and external environment, WCCC launched what is now known as 

the Bridges to Success center (BTS).  BTS is a one-stop resource center bridging the 

community and campus by providing quality, student-centered services.  It connects 

students and community agencies with existing campus programs.  The goal is to reduce 

barriers to success and increase the ability of students to confidently access college and 

community resources.  As piloted through their partnership with CYCE, WCCC’s BTS 

center has been institutionalized and is now the one-stop center for both students and 

external partners.  
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Recommendations for Future Research 

There is a plethora of research regarding the perceptions of barriers to college 

access for opportunity youth.  As federal, state, and local government agencies continue to 

publicize success stories based on braided funding and inter-institutional partnerships, I 

wanted to shift the focus to the individuals behind the scenes doing the groundwork.  Are 

faculty aware of the barriers to college access for opportunity youth?  Do direct service and 

administrators have varying perceptions around college access problems?  Is there a 

disconnect between direct-service individuals that were not part of the partnership 

negotiations and the institutional leaders?  How are boutique programs and best practices 

institutionalized? 

Several opportunities exist for future research concerning community college–

nonprofit partnerships to support college access for opportunity youth.  I suggest five 

meaningful recommendations for future research: 

1. Further explore the experiences of successful and struggling nonprofit partnerships 

within specific community colleges to identify additional factors and factors 

supporting and hindering success. 

2. Continue to explore the community college–nonprofit partnerships through 

quantitative research methods to identify larger trends not captured by qualitative 

studies. 

3. Explore the experiences of numerous college–nonprofit partnerships and examine 

how they differ from each other and examine the similar or different factors that 

influence their success. 
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4. Look deeper at champions involved in partnerships to identify shared 

characteristics, challenges, and motivation factors.  

5. Examine institutional transformation processes as partnerships are integrated into 

the existing culture.  Explore second-order change, buy-in, scaling up, and 

sustainability. 

Summary 

Utilizing a qualitative method, this study was designed to develop an understanding 

of community college and community-based nonprofit organization partnerships that 

support college access for opportunity youth.  Specifically, the study explored management 

and direct service individuals’ perception of the various factors that shaped and contributed 

to institutionalization of partnerships through personal interviews.  This study discussed 

major conclusions that emerged and presented implications for theory and practice in 

addition to recommendations for future research.  

The findings stressed the importance of building relationships within and between 

organizations as it directly impacts the success of partnerships.  The majority of 

practitioners shared how trust between the partnering champions paved the way to genuine 

dialogue, a safe state of vulnerability, and most importantly, a more collaborative approach 

to providing effective direct services for opportunity youth.  Through the foundation of a 

great relationship, organizations can build fluid partnerships.  Acknowledging that the 

work itself is ultimately about people and using the collective experiences of all 

stakeholders is crucial in providing student-centered opportunities. 

Central to the work are opportunity youth—not simply as recipients of services but 

as active participants of their academic journey.  Findings showed how acknowledging the 
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opportunity youth experience and the qualities necessary to overcome adversaries are vital 

to ensuring a strength-based approach to supporting the academic pipeline for 

underrepresented students.  Thus, key champions in decision-making roles should have the 

experience and sensitivity to incorporate the opportunity youth voice in the process of 

breaking down silos, cultivating relationships, and taking calculated risks.  Together, such 

qualities help build trust within and across sectors. 

Findings stress the importance of building trust to streamline collaborative efforts 

in which a shared mission, vision, and philosophy drive personal connections.  Trust and a 

strong rapport between individuals and entities is present in positive relationships.  Thus, 

having constructive arguments to bring forth a common ground is just as important as 

sharing ideas and celebrating similarities.  Ultimately, the varying perspectives, methods, 

and processes help to discover new ways of thinking and innovation to develop partnership 

terms.  Further, this study revealed that just as the opportunities and best practices remain 

at the forefront, it is critical to consider the limitations resulting from the time and 

institutional capacity needed to manage the work. 

The outcomes of this study should help organizations better understand the 

experience of organizations committed to working with this traditionally underserved and 

underrepresented group.  This study is significant because it provides insight as to what 

factors might contribute to the lack of sustainable partnerships and institutional 

transformation.  A great partnership is complex and has many moving pieces that work 

separately, while still moving in unison.  To break new ground, a partnership must 

encompass and consider as many varying viewpoints as possible under one roof in order 

to arrive at a greater compromise or conclusion.  As opportunity youth continue to face 
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challenges in accessing higher education, the systemic issues are ignored when specially 

funded programs produce milestone wins at a local level.  Ongoing dialogue from critical 

perspectives is essential to think about how the race affects opportunity youth and the 

historically marginalized student population as they attempt to navigate the academic 

pipeline.  Furthermore, partnerships can empower a community to play a more proactive 

versus reactive role in the future of our young people.  
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Appendix A: College Site Access Email 

California State University, Northridge 

Email invitation to Vice President/Chief Instructional Officer 

 

Community College and Community-Based Nonprofit Partnerships:  

Supporting the College Pipeline for Opportunity Youth 

 

Subject: Community College–Nonprofit Partnership Study Needs You 

Date: TBD 

 

Dear Vice President, 

I am writing to inform you about the dissertation study I am conducting as a doctoral 

candidate.  

The purpose of the dissertation study is to explore the factors that contribute to partnerships 

between community college and nonprofit administrators to support college access for 

opportunity youth.  This study will add new knowledge to existing information regarding 

developing and cultivating partnerships to support a common goal.  Your participation in 

this study would be two-fold: (a) participate in one 45–60 minute one-on-one interview 

and (b) assist in identifying colleagues from your organization that can provide insight 

about this topic by participating in interviews. 

Your time investment in this study is greatly appreciated.  Please let me know when you 

are available.  If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me at 

michelleacheang@gmail.com or (760) 791–1737.  
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Thank you in advance. 

Best Regards, 

Michelle Cheang 

Doctoral Candidate 

California State University, Northridge 
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Appendix B: Nonprofit Site Access Email 

California State University, Northridge 

Email invitation to Executive Director 

 

 

Community College and Community-Based Nonprofit Partnerships:  

Supporting the College Pipeline for Opportunity Youth 

 

Subject: Community College–Nonprofit Partnership Study Needs You 

Date: TBD 

 

Dear Executive Director, 

I am writing to inform you about the dissertation study I am conducting as a doctoral 

candidate.  

The purpose of the dissertation study is to explore the factors that contribute to partnerships 

between community college and nonprofit administrators to support college access for 

opportunity youth.  This study will add new knowledge to existing information regarding 

developing and cultivating partnerships to support a common goal.  Your participation in 

this study would be two-fold: (a) participate in one 45–60 minute one-on-one interview 

and (b) assist in identifying colleagues from your organization that can provide insight 

about this topic by participating in interviews. 

Your time investment in this study is greatly appreciated.  Please let me know when you 

are available.  If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me at 

michelleacheang@gmail.com or (760) 791–1737.  
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Thank you in advance. 

 

Best Regards, 

 

Michelle Cheang 

Doctoral Candidate 

California State University, Northridge 
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Appendix C: Practitioner Interview Recruitment Email 

California State University, Northridge 

Email invitation to community college/nonprofit administrator/manager & direct 

service staff 

 

Community College and Community-Based Nonprofit Partnerships:  

Supporting the College Pipeline for Opportunity Youth 

 

Subject: Community College–Nonprofit Partnership Study Now Open 

Date: TBD 

 

Dear [Name of Community College/Nonprofit Employee],  

I am writing to inform you about a dissertation study that is being conducted regarding 

strategic partnerships between community colleges and nonprofits.  Michelle Cheang, a 

doctoral candidate, is conducting the study as part of the Educational Doctorate (Ed.D.) 

degree requirements.   

The purpose of Michelle’s dissertation study is to explore the factors that contribute to 

partnerships between community college and nonprofit administrators to support college 

access for opportunity youth.  This study will add new knowledge to existing information 

regarding developing and cultivating partnerships to support a common goal.  Your 

participation in this study would be to participate in one 45–60 minute, one-on-one 

interview. 

Any personally identifiable characteristics will not appear in the study.  Participating in 

this study is completely voluntary and you may withdraw at any time.  
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Your time investment in this study is greatly appreciated.  If you would like to participate 

or have any questions, please contact Michelle Cheang at michelleacheang@gmail.com or 

(760) 791–1737.  

Thank you in advance. 

Best Regards, 

[Name of Vice President or Executive Director] 
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Appendix D: Student Interview Recruitment Email 

California State University, Northridge 

Email invitation to students (alumni, current, and new) 

 

Community College and Community-Based Nonprofit Partnerships:  

Supporting the College Pipeline for Opportunity Youth 

 

Subject: Community College–Nonprofit Partnership Study Now Open 

Date: TBD 

 

Dear [Name of alumni, current, or new student],  

I am writing to inform you about a study that is being conducted regarding strategic 

partnerships between community colleges and nonprofits.  Michelle Cheang, a doctoral 

candidate, is conducting the study as part of the Educational Doctorate (Ed.D.) degree 

requirements.   

The purpose of Michelle’s dissertation study is to explore the factors that contribute to 

partnerships between community colleges and nonprofit organizations.  Michelle would 

like to obtain the student perspective of the programs that you were involved in here at 

Coalition for Youth and Community Empowerment.  This study will add new knowledge 

to existing information regarding partnerships to support college access for young people.  

Your participation in this study would be to participate in one 45–60 minute focus group. 

Any personally information will not appear in the study.  Participating in this study is 

completely voluntary and you may withdraw at any time.  
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Your time in this study is greatly appreciated.  If you would like to participate or have any 

questions, please contact me or Michelle Cheang at michelleacheang@gmail.com. 

Thank you in advance. 

Best Regards, 

[Name of Case Manager] 
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Appendix E: Practitioner Participant Consent Form 

California State University, Northridge 

CONSENT TO ACT AS A HUMAN RESEARCH PARTICIPANT 

Community college/nonprofit administrator/manager & direct service staff interviews 

 

Community College and Community-Based Nonprofit Partnerships:  

Supporting the College Pipeline for Opportunity Youth 

You are being asked to participate in a research study.  Community College and Community 

Based Nonprofit Partnerships: Supporting the College Pipeline for Opportunity Youth, a 

study conducted by Michelle Cheang as part of the requirements for the Ed.D. degree in 

Community College Leadership.  Participation in this study is completely voluntary.  Please 

read the information below and ask questions about anything that you do not understand 

before deciding if you want to participate.  A researcher listed below will be available to 

answer your questions. 

RESEARCH TEAM 

Researcher: 

Michelle Cheang 

Department of Education 

18111 Nordhoff St. 

Northridge, CA 91330-8265 

760–791–1737 

michelleacheang@gmail.com 

 

Faculty Advisor:  

Dr. Tracy Buenavista 

Department of Asian American Studies 

18111 Nordhoff St. 

Northridge, CA 91330 

818–677–5688 

Tracy.buenavista@csun.edu 
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PURPOSE OF STUDY  

The purpose of this study is to explore the factors that contribute to partnerships between 

community colleges and nonprofits to support college access for opportunity youth.  For 

this study, opportunity youth are defined as young people between the ages of 16 and 24 

that are neither in school or employed.  

SUBJECTS 

Inclusion Requirements 

You are eligible to participate in this study if you meet all of the following criteria: 

 Currently employed at a Los Angeles Community College District Campus or a 

Los Angeles Nonprofit Organization for over one year; 

 Engage in external partnerships; 

 Provide services to opportunity youth 

You will be excluded from participating in this study if you do not meet all of the criteria 

listed above. 

Time Commitment 

This study will involve approximately 45 to 60 minutes. 

PROCEDURES  

The following procedures will occur:   

 You will complete a 45 to 60 minute interview about strategic partnerships 

supporting college access for opportunity youth. 

 The audio from the interview will be audio-recorded. 

RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS  
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The possible risks and/or discomforts associated with the procedures described in this study 

include: Interview question could be sensitive, including questions related to experiences 

with and/or perceptions of partnerships, experiences related to working with partners, and 

feelings about who you are as a decision-maker.  You may elect not to answer any of the 

questions with which you feel uneasy and still remain as a participant in the study.  This 

study involves no more than minimal risk.  There are no known harms or discomforts 

associated with this study beyond those encountered in normal daily life.  

BENEFITS 

Subject Benefits 

You may not directly benefit from participation in this study. 

Benefits to Others or Society 

You may not benefit personally from your participation in this study.  However, this study 

examines multi-layered and multi-leveled partnerships between community colleges and 

nonprofits to support college access.  As a participant in a one-on-one interview, you may 

develop a greater awareness of the development of partnerships and the trajectory of 

current partnerships. In addition, findings from this study may contribute to our knowledge 

on the subject and identify best practices to developing strategic partnerships. 

ALTERNATIVES TO PARTICIPATION 

The only alternative to participation in this study is not to participate. 

COMPENSATION, COSTS AND REIMBURSEMENT  

Compensation for Participation  

You will not be paid for your participation in this research study. 
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WITHDRAWAL OR TERMINATION FROM THE STUDY AND 

CONSEQUENCES   

You are free to withdraw from this study at any time.  If you decide to withdraw from 

this study you should notify the research team immediately.  The research team may 

also end your participation in this study if you do not participate in the interview. 

CONFIDENTIALITY 

Subject Identifiable Data  

Any information that is obtained in connection with this study and that can be identified 

with you will remain confidential and will be disclosed only with your permission or as 

required by law.  Names will not be used in the reporting of findings.  Every effort will be 

taken to ensure your confidentiality as a participant in this study.  If you consent to 

participate, you will be assigned a pseudonym to protect you.  No identifying information 

will be used, and your institution and/or program will not be identified by name in any 

published report. 

Data Storage  

All research data will be stored on a laptop computer that is password protected.  De-

identified data and identifiable data will be kept on separate laptops to ensure 

confidentiality. 

Data Access  

The researcher and Dr. Tracy Buenavista named on the first page of this form will have 

access to your study records.  Any information derived from this research project that 

personally identifies you will not be voluntarily released or disclosed without your separate 
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consent, except as specifically required by law.  Publications and/or presentations that 

result from this study will not include identifiable information about you. 

Data Retention  

The researcher intends to keep the research data in a repository for five years. 

Mandated Reporting  

Under California law, the researcher is required to report known or reasonably suspected 

incidents of abuse or neglect of a child, dependent adult or elder, including, but not limited 

to, physical, sexual, emotional, and financial abuse or neglect.  If any researcher has or is 

given such information, she may be required to report it to the authorities.  

IF YOU HAVE QUESTIONS 

If you have any comments, concerns, or questions regarding the conduct of this research 

please contact the research team listed on the first page of this form. 

If you have concerns or complaints about the research study, research team, or questions 

about your rights as a research participant, please contact Research and Sponsored Projects, 

18111 Nordhoff Street, California State University, Northridge, Northridge, CA 91330-

8232, or phone 818–677–2901. 

VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION STATEMENT  

You should not sign this form unless you have read it and been given a copy of it to keep.  

Participation in this study is voluntary.  You may refuse to answer any question or 

discontinue your involvement at any time without penalty or loss of benefits to which you 

might otherwise be entitled.  Your decision will not affect your relationship with California 

State University, Northridge.  Your signature below indicates that you have read the 
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information in this consent form and have had a chance to ask any questions that you have 

about the study.  

I agree to participate in the study. Please “check” one of the statements. 

___ I agree to participate in the study and be audio recorded. 

___ I agree to participate in the study and wish to not be audio recorded. 

Date: ________________ Participant Pseudonym: 

_____________________________________  

Participant Signature: 

____________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix F: Student Participant Consent Form 

California State University, Northridge 

CONSENT TO ACT AS A HUMAN RESEARCH PARTICIPANT 

Student focus groups 

 

Community College and Community-Based Nonprofit Partnerships:  

Supporting the College Pipeline for Opportunity Youth 

You are being asked to participate in a research study. Community College and Community 

Based Nonprofit Partnerships: Supporting the College Pipeline for Opportunity Youth, a 

study conducted by Michelle Cheang as part of the requirements for the Ed.D. degree in 

Community College Leadership. Participation in this study is completely voluntary.  Please 

read the information below and ask questions about anything that you do not understand 

before deciding if you want to participate. A researcher listed below will be available to 

answer your questions. 

RESEARCH TEAM 

Researcher: 

Michelle Cheang 

Department of Education 

18111 Nordhoff St. 

Northridge, CA 91330-8265 

760–791–1737 

michelleacheang@gmail.com 

 

Faculty Advisor:  

Dr. Tracy Buenavista 

Department of Asian American Studies 

18111 Nordhoff St. 

Northridge, CA 91330 

818–677–5688 

Tracy.buenavista@csun.edu 
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PURPOSE OF STUDY  

The purpose of this study is to explore the factors that contribute to partnerships between 

community colleges and nonprofits to support college access for opportunity youth.  For 

this study, opportunity youth are defined as young people between the ages of 16 and 24 

that are neither in school or employed.  

SUBJECTS 

Inclusion Requirements 

You are eligible to participate in this study if you meet all of the following criteria: 

 Are a student or alumni of West Coast Community College (pseudonym); 

 Are a student or alumni of the Coalition for Youth and Community Empowerment 

(pseudonym);  

 Dropped out of high school or did not enroll in college the semester after your 

high school graduation 

You will be excluded from participating in this study if you do not meet all of the criteria 

listed above. 

Time Commitment 

This study will involve approximately 45 to 60 minutes. 

PROCEDURES  

The following procedures will occur:   

 You will complete a 45- to 60-minute focus group interview about strategic 

partnerships supporting college access for opportunity youth. 

 The audio from the interview will be audio-recorded. 

RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS  
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The possible risks and/or discomforts associated with the procedures described in this study 

include: Interview question could be sensitive, including questions related to experiences 

with and/or perceptions of community colleges and nonprofits.  You may elect not to 

answer any of the questions with which you feel uneasy and still remain as a participant in 

the study.  This study involves no more than minimal risk.  There are no known harms or 

discomforts associated with this study beyond those encountered in normal daily life.  

If you feel any discomfort, you may obtain services at your own expense at: 

St. John’s Well Child and Family Center  

WCCC Campus, Mariposa Hall 107 

400 W. Washington Blvd 

Los Angeles, CA 90015  

Or  

St. John’s Well Child and Family Center  

326 W. 23rd Street 

Los Angeles, CA 90007 

BENEFITS 

Subject Benefits 

You may not directly benefit from participation in this study. 

Benefits to Others or Society 

You may not benefit personally from your participation in this study.  However, this study 

examines multi-layered and multi-leveled partnerships between community colleges and 

nonprofits to support college access.  As a participant in the focus group, you may develop 

a greater awareness of the development of partnerships and the trajectory of current 
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partnerships.  In addition, findings from this study may contribute to our knowledge on the 

subject and identify best practices to developing strategic partnerships. 

ALTERNATIVES TO PARTICIPATION 

The only alternative to participation in this study is not to participate. 

COMPENSATION, COSTS AND REIMBURSEMENT  

Compensation for Participation  

You will not be paid for your participation in this research study. 

WITHDRAWAL OR TERMINATION FROM THE STUDY AND 

CONSEQUENCES   

You are free to withdraw from this study at any time.  If you decide to withdraw from 

this study you should notify the research team immediately.  The research team may 

also end your participation in this study if you do not participate in the interview. 

CONFIDENTIALITY 

Subject Identifiable Data  

Any information that is obtained in connection with this study and that can be identified 

with you will remain confidential and will be disclosed only with your permission or as 

required by law.  Names will not be used in the reporting of findings.  Every effort will be 

taken to ensure your confidentiality as a participant in this study.  If you consent to 

participate, you will be assigned a pseudonym to protect you.  No identifying information 

will be used, and your institution and/or program will not be identified by name in any 

published report. 

Data Storage  
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All research data will be stored on a laptop computer that is password protected.  De-

identified data and identifiable data will be kept on separate laptops to ensure 

confidentiality. 

Data Access  

The researcher and Dr. Tracy Buenavista named on the first page of this form will have 

access to your study records.  Any information derived from this research project that 

personally identifies you will not be voluntarily released or disclosed without your separate 

consent, except as specifically required by law.  Publications and/or presentations that 

result from this study will not include identifiable information about you. 

Data Retention  

The researcher intends to keep the research data for five years. 

Mandated Reporting  

Under California law, the researcher is required to report known or reasonably suspected 

incidents of abuse or neglect of a child, dependent adult or elder, including, but not limited 

to, physical, sexual, emotional, and financial abuse or neglect.  If any researcher has or is 

given such information, she may be required to report it to the authorities.  

IF YOU HAVE QUESTIONS 

If you have any comments, concerns, or questions regarding the conduct of this research 

please contact the research team listed on the first page of this form. 

If you have concerns or complaints about the research study, research team, or questions 

about your rights as a research participant, please contact Research and Sponsored Projects, 

18111 Nordhoff Street, California State University, Northridge, Northridge, CA 91330-

8232, or phone 818–677–2901. 
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VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION STATEMENT  

You should not sign this form unless you have read it and been given a copy of it to keep.  

Participation in this study is voluntary.  You may refuse to answer any question or 

discontinue your involvement at any time without penalty or loss of benefits to which you 

might otherwise be entitled.  Your decision will not affect your relationship with California 

State University, Northridge.  Your signature below indicates that you have read the 

information in this consent form and have had a chance to ask any questions that you have 

about the study.  

I agree to participate in the study. Please “check” one of the statements below. 

___ I agree to participate in the study and be audio recorded 

___ I agree to participate in the study and wish to not be audio recorded. 

Date: ________________ Participant Pseudonym: 

_____________________________________  

Participant Signature: 

____________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix G: Practitioner Demographic Questionnaire 

California State University, Northridge 

Community college/nonprofit administrator/manager & direct service staff interviews 

 

Community College and Community-Based Nonprofit Partnerships:  

Supporting the College Pipeline for Opportunity Youth 

 

Date: ________________ Participant Pseudonym: 

_____________________________________  

Please fill in the blanks or circle/check the most appropriate answer for the following 

questions.  You may leave responses blank if you do not prefer to answer a question 

1) What is your date of birth (MM/DD/YY)? 

_________________________________________ 

2) Where is your place of birth (City/State/Country)? 

___________________________________ 

3) What is your racial and/or ethnic background? 

______________________________________ 

4) What is your gender?  

_________________________________________________________ 

5) What is your highest educational attainment? (Circle one):     

Doctorate      

 Professional Degree/ Masters   

 Bachelor’s Degree      

 Associate’s Degree/ Certificate    

 Some College 
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High School Graduate 

GED Certificate 

Some High School 

Other __________________________ 

6) What is your current position/title? 

_______________________________________________ 

7) How many years have you been in your current position? (Circle one): 

 0–5 years 6–10 years 11–15 years 16–20 years 21–25 years 26+ years 
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Appendix H: Student Demographic Questionnaire 

California State University, Northridge 

Student focus groups 

 

Community College and Community-Based Nonprofit Partnerships:  

Supporting the College Pipeline for Opportunity Youth 

 

Date: ________________ Participant Pseudonym: 

_____________________________________  

Please fill in the blanks or circle/check the most appropriate answer for the following 

questions.  You may leave responses blank if you do not prefer to answer a question 

1) What is your date of birth (MM/DD/YY)? 

_________________________________________ 

2) Where is your place of birth (City/State/Country)? 

___________________________________ 

3) What is your racial and/or ethnic background? 

______________________________________ 

4) What is your gender?  

_________________________________________________________ 

5) What is your highest educational attainment? (Circle one):     

 Professional Degree/ Masters   

 Bachelor’s Degree      

 Associate’s Degree/ Certificate    

 Some College 

High School Graduate 
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GED Certificate 

Some High School 

Other __________________________ 

6) What year did you enroll in CYCE? 

______________________________________________ 

 If applicable, what year did you graduate from CYCE? 

___________________________ 

7) What year did you enroll at WCCC? 

_____________________________________________ 

 If applicable, what year did you graduate from WCCC? 

__________________________ 

8) Are you currently employed?  No  Yes If Yes, where? 

_____________________________ 

9) Are you currently in school?   No  Yes If Yes, where? 

_____________________________ 
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Appendix I: College Practitioner Interview Protocol 

California State University, Northridge 

Community college administrator & direct service staff 

 

Community College and Community-Based Nonprofit Partnerships:  

Supporting the College Pipeline for Opportunity Youth 

 

I. Pre-interview Session: Introduction/Background 

Welcome and introduction: 

Hello.  Thank you for taking the time to talk with me today.  Before we begin the interview, 

please read and sign the consent form and complete the confidential demographic 

questionnaire. 

Purpose of the interview: 

As we discussed, this interview is intended to collect information for my dissertation.  The 

purpose of my study is to explore partnerships between community colleges and nonprofits 

to support college access for opportunity youth.  For this study, opportunity youth are 

young people ages 16 to 24 that are not in school or employed.  I would like to hear about 

your experiences collaborating with external entities. 

Timing: 

The interview will take about 45 to 60 minutes and will be audio recorded.  Do you have 

any questions before we begin? 

II. Interview Session 

Main Questions: 

1. Please tell me about yourself.  How did you begin your work with opportunity 

youth? 
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2. Please describe your current role in your organization. 

a. What decision-making power do you hold for your organization? 

b. With whom do you conduct consultations?  Superiors?  Peers?  Staff?  

3. What are the barriers to college access for opportunity youth? 

a. Discuss your experience in developing and cultivating programs or services 

that impact opportunity youth. 

b. How are opportunity youth supported by your services? 

4. What is the role of partnerships with nonprofits in addressing college access for 

opportunity youth? 

a. When developing programs and services, at what point do you form 

partnerships? 

b. Describe your ideal partnership. 

c. How do you decide which partnerships to pursue? 

d. How do you identify the terms of a partnership? 

5. How have partnerships been strategic in addressing the college access for 

opportunity youth? 

a. What gaps in your services are supported by external 

organizations/partnerships? 

b. What are some of the challenges or areas of improvement? 

c. What are some of the successes and best practices? 

6. How does your college institutionalize best practices? 

a. How are policies and processes developed and institutionalized? 
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Closing Questions: 

I would like to give you a final opportunity to help us examine this issue.  Before I end 

today, is there anything that you would like to add at this time?  Have you shared everything 

that is significant about these experiences with me?   

III. Post-Interview Session: Debriefing and Closing 

Thank you for participating in today’s interview session.  I greatly appreciate you taking 

the time to share your experiences and ideas with me.  I also want to restate that what you 

have shared with me is confidential.  No part of our discussion that includes names or other 

identifiable characteristics will be used in any report or document.  Finally, I want to 

provide you with the opportunity to ask any questions about this interview.  
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Appendix J: Nonprofit Practitioner Interview Protocol 

California State University, Northridge 

Nonprofit manager & direct service staff 

 

Community College and Community-Based Nonprofit Partnerships:  

Supporting the College Pipeline for Opportunity Youth 

 

I. Pre-interview Session: Introduction/Background 

Welcome and introduction: 

Hello.  Thank you for taking the time to talk with me today.  Before we begin the interview, 

please read and sign the consent form and complete the confidential demographic 

questionnaire. 

Purpose of the interview: 

As we discussed, this interview is intended to collect information for my dissertation.  The 

purpose of my study is to explore partnerships between community colleges and nonprofits 

to support college access for opportunity youth.  For this study, opportunity youth are 

young people ages 16 to 24 that are not in school or employed.  I would like to hear about 

your experiences collaborating with external entities. 

Timing: 

The interview will take about 45 to 60 minutes and will be audio recorded.  Do you have 

any questions before we begin? 

II. Interview Session 

Main Questions: 

1. Please tell me about yourself.  How did you begin your work with opportunity 

youth? 
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2. Please describe your current role in your organization. 

a. What decision-making power do you hold for your organization? 

b. With whom do you conduct consultations?  Superiors?  Peers?  Staff?  

3. What are the barriers to college access for opportunity youth? 

a. Discuss your experience in developing and cultivating programs or services 

that impact opportunity youth. 

b. How are opportunity youth supported by your services? 

4. What is the role of partnerships with nonprofits in addressing college access for 

opportunity youth? 

a. When developing programs and services, at what point do you form 

partnerships? 

b. Describe your ideal partnership. 

c. How do you decide which partnerships to pursue? 

d. How do you identify the terms of a partnership? 

5. How have partnerships been strategic in addressing the college access for 

opportunity youth? 

a. What gaps in your services are supported by external 

organizations/partnerships? 

b. What are some of the challenges or areas of improvement? 

c. What are some of the successes and best practices? 

6. How does your organization institutionalize best practices? 

a. How are policies and processes developed and institutionalized? 
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Closing Questions: 

I would like to give you a final opportunity to help us examine this issue.  Before I end 

today, is there anything that you would like to add at this time?  Have you shared everything 

that is significant about these experiences with me?   

III. Post-Interview Session: Debriefing and Closing 

Thank you for participating in today’s interview session.  I greatly appreciate you taking 

the time to share your experiences and ideas with me.  I also want to restate that what you 

have shared with me is confidential.  No part of our discussion that includes names or other 

identifiable characteristics will be used in any report or document.  Finally, I want to 

provide you with the opportunity to ask any questions about this interview. 

 

 



 

 

 
176 

Appendix K: Student Focus Group Protocol 

California State University, Northridge 

Student focus group 

 

Community College and Community-Based Nonprofit Partnerships:  

Supporting the College Pipeline for Opportunity Youth 

 

Date:     Time:   Site:    

  

Participant Group:     Number of Participants:    

  

I. Introduction/Background 

Welcome and Introduction:  

Hello.  Thank you for taking the time to come together for this focus group discussion 

with me today.  

Purpose of the Focus Group:  

I’ve invited you to this focus group so that I can learn from you about your experiences on 

campus.  This focus group is intended to collect information for my dissertation.  The 

purpose of my study is to explore partnerships between community colleges and nonprofits 

to support college access for opportunity youth.  I would like to hear about your experiences 

with school/college and community programs. 

Procedures of the Focus Group:  

We’ll begin today’s focus group session with the consent to participate in research, where 

I’ll explain the consent process and offer you an opportunity to review your rights as 

research participants and consent to participate in this discussion.  Next, we’ll share a 
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confidential demographic questionnaire that we’ll ask you to complete.  We’ll spend the 

rest of the time today discussing your experiences with CYCE and WCCC, and we’ll end 

with an opportunity for you to share final thoughts about what we discuss.  

II. Consent  

We’ve distributed a consent form and would like to give you an opportunity to read, review, 

and ask questions about the form.  At the end of the form, you’ll find a signature line for 

you—we ask that you sign the form if you’d like to participate in the focus group session, 

granting permission to be audio recorded.  

While you’re reviewing the form, we’d like to emphasize a few important points about 

your rights as a research participant.  First, any information you share with us today will 

be used for research purposes only.  Your name or personally identifying information will 

not be used in any published or public reports.  You will not be identified by name, 

department or office, position, or any other personally identifying information in any report 

or document.  Today’s focus group session will be audio-recorded, and we will also be 

taking notes of the discussion.  The audio recordings will be transcribed for analysis.  The 

audio recorded file, transcribed file, and notes will be stored securely in a password-

protected laptop to which only the researchers have access.  The files and notes will be 

accessed and analyzed in strict confidentiality by the researchers.  

Because college access deals with issues that are sensitive, some focus group questions 

may involve issues of a personal nature, including experiences with and/or perceptions of 

campus programs, policies, practices, or groups.  You may feel uneasy about answering 

some of these questions, and you may elect not to answer any of the questions with which 

you feel uneasy and still remain a participant in the study.  You are not obligated 
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whatsoever to answer or respond to any question or to discuss anything that you are not 

inclined to answer or discuss.  You may ask that the audio recording be stopped at any time 

and/or may leave the focus group at any time for any reason without consequences of any 

kind.  You may halt participation at any time without penalty of any kind.  

Identification and Contact Information of Researchers:  

If you have questions regarding your rights as a research participant, the details of this 

study, or any other concerns please contact one of the researchers listed on the first page 

of the consent form.  

Timing:  

Today’s focus group will last approximately 60 minutes, with 15 minutes for the 

demographic questionnaire and 45 minutes for the focus group that will be audio recorded.  

Are there any questions before I get started? 

III. Demographic Questionnaire  

We’ve distributed a short demographic questionnaire.  At this time, we ask you to turn your 

attention to the form and fill in the blanks or circle/check the most appropriate answer for 

the following questions.  We’ll remind you that you may leave responses blank if you do 

not prefer to answer a question, and you may skip the demographic questionnaire entirely 

without penalty. 

IV. Focus Group Questions 

1. Please tell me about yourself.  How did you first learn about CYCE and WCCC? 

2. Please describe your experience during and after high school? 

a. What were some of your challenges? 

b. Who was your support system? 
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3. Why did you decide to enroll in CYCE and WCCC? 

a. What were some of your goals? 

b. How have they helped you progress/reach your goals? 

4. Please describe the programs you were involved in to help you reach your 

academic goals. 

a. Who was your support system? 

b. What were some of your challenges and successes? 

5. What advice would you give organizations to help increase the number of 

students enrolling in college? 

a. Who do you feel will listen to your feedback? 

b. Who do you think is responsible for implementing such ideas? 

6. What advice would you give students that are going through similar situations like 

you did a few months/years ago? 

Closing Questions 

We’d like to offer you a final opportunity to help us evaluate the student experience. Before 

we end today, is there anything that we missed?  Have you said everything that you 

anticipated wanting to say but didn’t get a chance to say? 

V. Debriefing 

Thank you for participating in today’s focus group session.  We appreciate you taking the 

time and sharing your ideas with us.  We also want to restate that what you have shared 

with us is confidential.  No part of our discussion that includes names or other identifying 

information will be used in any published reports or documents.  Only de-identified data 

will be used for published reports, and we will combine information gathered in this focus 
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group with information gathered from other focus groups and interviews.  I would like to 

provide you with a chance to ask any questions that you might have about this focus group.  

Do you have any questions at this time?   

 

 

 


