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> COVID-19 forced rapid and unprecedented adaptation for 

community colleges. The broad shift to remote learning 

presented challenges in a few “hard to convert” disciplines 

but gave rise to creative solutions in others.

> Community colleges have played central roles in 

meeting student and community needs, from providing 

laptops, internet access, food and emergency grants for 

students to donating and manufacturing essential medical 

equipment for local hospitals.

> The leadership and adaptive demands of an extraordinary 

crisis have brought stress and generated significant 

concern about disproportionate impact on disadvantaged 

students, but opportunities for institutional transformation 

have also been seized.

> Colleges face significant challenges and uncertainty 

ahead. Just as high unemployment drives higher 

enrollment demand and the colleges move to support 

California’s economic recovery, their budgets are 

vulnerable to cuts due to the economic downturn. 

TOPLINES

IN THE EARLY DAYS of March 2020, when COVID-19 was 
lurking but had yet to sweep across the U.S., most community 
colleges in California were approaching spring break and the 
clockwork rituals that come with the end of another academic 
year. Within two weeks, as the pandemic quickly spread across 
California and the nation, nearly every community college and 
university in the state had closed its physical campus, shifted 
courses and operations online, and found radically new means  
to serve students and mitigate community spread of the virus.

At the college leadership level, presidents and chancellors 
(CEOs) worked urgently to prioritize the health and safety of 
students, faculty and staff, while maintaining the integrity of 
teaching, learning and business environments, and sustaining 
operational continuity of their institutions. CEOs weighed fears 
and unknown risks as they made a staggering number of rapid 
decisions to mitigate risk and sustain the education mission. 
State and local health orders and guidance had to be interpreted 

“In higher education we have convinced ourselves 

we are like these big barges and we can’t move 

quickly. But this has definitely shown me we can.”

JOANNA SCHILLING, PRESIDENT, CYPRESS COLLEGE

moment to moment. In a hurry, students, staff and faculty 
statewide had to adapt to new modes of learning and work.

By mid-April, it was clear to many that this was no temporary 
disruption. Graduation ceremonies were postponed, cancelled, 
held remotely or creatively conducted as “drive-throughs.” First 
these workarounds and pivots were meant to last just through 
the spring academic term. Then they extended to the more 
distant horizons of summer and fall. Costs associated with the 
unforeseen transition and risk mitigation were mounting, while 
state budget clouds darkened.
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> Community College CEOs express hope about recent 

momentum for conversations and actions on race and 

equity, but are realistic about challenges they face— 

both personal and institutional—in leading for change. 

> Racism, bias and anti-Blackness, in particular, show 

up on college campuses in many forms and venues. 

They are felt personally by many CEO respondents 

and manifest across their campuses and districts, 

from classroom interactions and hiring processes to 

language, tone and microaggressions that damage 

student, staff, faculty and administrators’ sense of 

efficacy and belonging. 

> CEOs of color bring lived experiences that are of 

particular value in understanding and navigating 

conversations about race, and that may have been 

undervalued in the past.

> While most CEOs feel generally well-positioned in their 

capacity to facilitate conversations on race and equity 

at their institutions, some expressed uncertainty or 

discomfort. Many revealed significant frustration over 

structural barriers they described as impeding progress 

toward more welcoming, equitable institutions.

> CEOs are both answering and issuing calls to action  

to transform their institutions to tackle racism and  

anti-Blackness.

TOPLINES
IN THE WAKE of the most recent spate of police killings of Black 
Americans, the California Community Colleges are grappling 
with a racial reckoning as urgent as the one playing out in society 
at large. In June 2020, Wheelhouse sought to understand how 
community college leaders experienced and led their institutions 
through the pain and calls to action engendered by racist acts.

Specifically, we administered a short survey of current and 
former Wheelhouse Fellows—California Community College 
presidents, chancellors and superintendent/presidents (CEOs) 
who have participated in Wheelhouse leadership development 
programs and networks over the past four years. We asked them 
about their personal and institutional experiences with racism 
and bias; about barriers to creating more equitable campus 
environments; and about their own capacity to lead on these 
issues.

CEOs’ responses were in equal parts illuminating, sobering 
and inspiring, reflecting the complexity and urgency of 
confronting racism and anti-Blackness. These candid testimonies 
and reflections provide a clear view to deep personal and 
institutional experiences with racism and bias in the context of 
one of the nation’s most diverse, accessible and equity-aspiring 
systems of higher education. Our hope is that the themes 
extracted from the survey responses will inform and contribute 
to the conversations and actions necessary to improve student 
success, equity and the racial climate across the California 
Community Colleges, and thus the state and nation at large. 

Note: All quotes featured in this document come from open ended responses to the survey.

	 Turning on a Dime: California 
Community College Transformation in 
Response to COVID-19 (left)

	 Toward a More Perfect Institution: 
Reflections from California Community 
College Leaders on Racism,  
Anti-Blackness and Implicit Bias

	 45 scholars and funders gather 
remotely in multi-day research retreat 
featuring new inquiry on Associate 
Degrees for Transfer, Student Equity 
Plans, incarcerated students and 
student parents

	 Lumina Foundation invests in 
Wheelhouse
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Finally, one CEO described a broader campus effort to identify and spread the 
strategies used by the faculty who had the lowest drop rates in their courses. Lessons 
from students enrolled in those courses led to adoption of a campus-wide approach for 
all faculty that emphasized these elements: 

1. Forming personal connections with students (i.e., knowing your students’ names). 

2. Making class material more relatable to students and to their lives.

3. Setting clear expectations of students, while remaining flexible when needed. 

4. Communicating with students—early and often.

What Evidence Are CEOs Looking For?
Most of the CEOs interviewed articulated a clear vision for evidence indicating their 
campuses are becoming more equitable and welcoming. Figure 1 shows strong alignment 
among leaders looking for signs that success gaps are closing across broad metrics 
of student success – some in this category mentioned persistence, completion, early 
academic success, full-time enrollment or some combination of those. A number  
of CEOs also placed high value on evidence that students of color feel the campus is 
“where I want to spend my time,” when “they are walking around like they own the 
place” and when a more racially representative group of students takes on leadership 
roles, e.g. “when my student leadership group is Latinx.”

Figure 1. What evidence would suggest your campus was becoming more equitable? 

Campus culture of empathy

Faculty more representative

Curriculum more inclusive

Campus has candid conversations about race

Improvements in faculty/sta� climate

High participation in DEI-focused PD

Equity gap closure/Student success

Students welcome/In leadership roles

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16 18 20

NUMBER OF CEOs LOOKING FOR THIS EVIDENCE

“I want to hear African 
American students say,  
‘I want to go to that school 
because they get it ... 
they’re walking the talk.’”

Note: Most CEOs cited more than one kind of desired evidence. Several CEOs identified other kinds of evidence; these, not included in the figure due to their singular nature, 
included enrollment expansion; more BIPOC students entering science, technology, engineering, arts and math fields; students focused on entrepreneurship; campus accountability 
for actions to back up resolutions; admission that “we have a racial problem” on campus; reduction of racial tension; expansion of the “coalition of the willing;” greater prevalence  
of allies; and a student body that reflects the demographic makeup of the community.
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In a prior report, A Leg Up on College, we presented data showing that dual enrollment 
participation among California high school students was higher than commonly understood, 
and slightly higher than the national average. The overall rate, approximately 13% for the 
high school graduates of 2016–17, included enrollment in any community college course 
prior to high school graduation, whether through formal dual enrollment programs  
(such as CCAP or other partnership agreement) or standalone courses taken independently.

A subsequent analysis, A Rising Tide, provided updated data showing substantial 
recent growth in dual enrollment participation across student subgroups. The rate of 
community college participation among high school graduates increased dramatically 
from 11.3% for the 2015–16 cohort (pre-AB 288) to 18.2% for the 2018–19 cohort. This 
growth provides some evidence suggesting that AB 288 may be contributing to greater 
opportunity and participation.11

However, while the growth is evident across all student groups, disparities in 
participation levels across different racial/ethnic and other subgroups persist. As shown 
in Figure 1, Asian and White students are more likely to take part in dual enrollment  
than Black or Latinx students. 

Notes: Figure from A Rising Tide (2020). Statistics calculated by merging student-level College/Career Indicator (CCI) data from the CDE and special admit data from the CCCCO. 
Years limited to those for which CCI data was available.

Figure 1. Dual Enrollment Participation by Student Race/Ethnicity and Over Time

While growth is evident 
across all student groups, 
disparities in participation 
levels across different 
racial/ethnic and other 
subgroups persist.
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LESSONS FROM IMPLEMENTATION

Pioneering the Community College 
Baccalaureate in California
The Experience of West Los Angeles College
Aracely Aguiar, Carmen Dones, Patricia Quiñones, Cecilia Rios-Aguilar, Liza Chavac and Patrosinio Cruz

RESEARCH DEMONSTRATES the economic and social benefits 
of completing a baccalaureate degree. It also underscores persistent 
inequities in degree completion and the advantages of holding a 
bachelor’s degree when entering the labor market.1 California’s significant 
challenges with income inequality, in fact, are largely driven by lower 
rates of college access and completion among Latina/o/x, Black, Native 
American and low-income residents.2 In addition to economic benefits, 
college degrees can also lead to non-monetary benefits including more 
frequent voting and improved health outcomes.3 While the evidence of the 
importance of obtaining a baccalaureate degree is clear, data suggest that – 
absent increased access to affordable higher education – a high number  
of low-income students in California will not earn a college degree.4

The Public Policy Institute of California (PPIC) identified the need for 
more than a million additional bachelor’s degree holders in California in 
the coming decade, especially in critical economic sectors.5 PPIC projects 
that to keep up with the demand for a college-educated workforce, the 
state would need to increase the number of baccalaureate degrees awarded 
by 40% by 2030. Given the increasingly critical role that baccalaureate 
degrees play in our state’s economy, community college baccalaureates 
(CCBs) could be a key strategy to ensure that many more Californians 
obtain one. 

In this brief, we provide a short synopsis of the California and national 
research base on CCBs, highlight lessons learned from the successful 
design and implementation of the dental hygiene CCB program at West 
Los Angeles College (WLAC), and conclude with recommendations 
for policymakers and other community colleges that may develop CCB 
programs in the future. 

California Community College 
Baccalaureate Programs

A community college baccalaureate (CCB) 
broadly refers to a degree conferred by an 
institution that primarily offers associate  
degrees and a limited set of baccalaureates.6  
In 2015, California passed legislation to  
allow a baccalaureate degree pilot program  
in 15 California community colleges. CCBs  
are offered in a variety of applied disciplines, 
such as automotive technology, dental hygiene, 
biomanufacturing and industrial automation. 
More than 1,500 students have enrolled in CCB 
programs across California since 2015 and,  
as of 2020, over 80% of the graduates reported 
being employed in their field of study.7

In 2021, California lawmakers approved 
legislation to expand and make permanent the 
California Community College bachelor’s degree 
pilot program. Assembly Bill 927 was signed 
by Governor Gavin Newsom with the backing 
of many educational leaders, businesses, and 
trade organizations. AB 927 eliminated the 2026 
sunset date on existing baccalaureate degree 
programs and allowed for up to 30 additional 
community college baccalaureate degree 
programs to be developed statewide per year. 
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• SCFF performance funding points awarded for students 
who attain CCBs should be higher than points awarded 
for attainment of AA/AS degrees. Points awarded per BA 
degree attainment should be double the points awarded 
for Associate Degrees of Transfer (ADT), given that CCB 
programs (120 units) are double the number of ADT units 
(60 units).

• Community colleges should receive funding recognition in 
the formula when CCB students transfer to graduate degree 
programs, as colleges currently receive funding recognition 
when a student transfers to a four-year university.

2. Increase Compensation for Faculty  
Delivering CCB Curriculum
Faculty who teach in CCB programs, who are now paid on par 
with faculty who deliver AAs or ADTs, should be compensated 
at higher levels. CCB faculty are expected to hold an advanced 
degree (MA/MS or higher), obtain a certification or a license, and 
perform at the level of CSU and UC faculty. In programs such  
as dental hygiene, external accrediting bodies establish criteria 
that must be met and that exceed Accrediting Commission  
for Community and Junior Colleges (ACCJC) standards. These 
criteria include required student passage of national, state, and 
licensing exams. Along with these higher expectations, the state 
should reward and stabilize faculty delivering successful programs, 
equitably, with high returns for students and the economy.

3. Increase Financial Aid for CCB Students
As allowed under AB 927, in-state students admitted to the WLAC 
dental hygiene program pay higher tuition – $130 per unit – than 
students in associate degree or certificate programs – $46 per 
regular unit. As a result, to complete the required 65 upper division 
units, students pay $8,450. In addition to paying tuition, students 
must purchase textbooks, uniforms, professional instrument kits,  
malpractice insurance, federal and state licensing exams, and 
other dental hygiene supplies, totaling up to $13,000 in the first 
year and an additional $6,000 the following year. These expenses 
come on top of housing and living costs. 

Nearly all students in WLAC’s baccalaureate program receive 
some form of financial aid. As they segue to upper division 
coursework, they remain eligible for Pell Grants and Cal Grant B.  
Unlike students in four-year universities, however, they are not 
eligible for Cal Grant A, which covers tuition and fees for up 
to four years. This means that CCB students are not eligible to 
receive the $12,000 that Cal Grant A offers. Additionally, once 
students begins CCB programs they are no longer eligible for 
the CA Promise Grant (formerly known as the BOG fee waiver), 
which waives enrollment fees for the entire school year.  

Figure 4. WLAC’s Four Pillars of Access and Equity
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	 Research Collaboration Council of 12 
California Community College CEOs 
established to inform recovery research 
and dissemination strategy
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Center to convene national Accelerating 
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Funding Incentives for California 
Community Colleges
Impacts of the Student-Centered Funding Formula on Financial Aid Receipt
Robert Linden

IN JUNE 2018, CALIFORNIA ADOPTED the Student-Centered Funding Formula (SCFF), which overhauled the way funds are 
apportioned to the 73 districts and 116 colleges that make up the California Community College (CCC) system.1 In the prior decade, 
the state had apportioned revenue almost exclusively according to a district’s enrollment levels. By contrast, the SCFF uses a multi-
faceted and equity-focused approach to apportion revenue according to a district’s levels of enrollment, student socioeconomic status, 
and student success. The socioeconomic status component is based on a district’s counts of Pell Grant recipients, Promise Grant2 
recipients, and undocumented students. The success component is based on a district’s counts of students who achieve any of nine 
outcomes including attainment of a certificate, associate degree, or Associate Degree for Transfer (ADT). 

 > The new community college funding formula, SCFF 
implemented in 2018-19, was designed to provide financial 
incentives for colleges to increase support for lower- 
income students and improve student success outcomes.

 > In the second year of SCFF implementation, a student’s 
likelihood of receiving a Pell Grant increased by 6.5%, 
meaning about 23,000 additional CCC students received 
critical cash aid to support living and educational expenses.

 > Colleges awarded more Pell Grants by increasing student 
FAFSA submission and increasing take-up among  
students who filed a FAFSA with a Pell-eligible Expected 
Family Contribution.

 > Colleges with the lowest Pell take-up rates prior to SCFF 
implementation drove systemwide awarding gains for  
this grant by increasing take-up among eligible students.

 > In the same period, receipt of the state-based Promise  
Grant increased by 2.2%, meaning about 22,000 additional 
CCC students had their enrollment fees waived.

 > The SCFF’s financial incentives to colleges do not appear 
to have been a direct catalyst for increased financial aid 
awarding. Districts that were financially unaffected by  
SCFF implementation made gains in awarding aid that were 
comparable to districts that were financially affected.

 > Very early analysis finds that awarding of certificates and 
associate degrees increased following passage of the 
SCFF, which may have been driven by the formula’s financial 
incentives or anticipation thereof. 

TOPLINES
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Comparing Effects across Financially Affected and Financially  
Unaffected Districts
SCFF financial incentives did not affect all CCC districts equally. This allows further analysis comparing student effects across districts 
that were financially affected or unaffected by the new formula. This comparison helps determine whether the financial incentives 
were the catalyst for systemwide gains in aid awarding, or whether other factors were at play. 

Most of the state’s 73 CCC districts rely on revenue received from the funding formula. For these districts, new elements in the 
SCFF added financial pressure to increase student financial aid receipt, certificate awarding, and degree awarding. A district that 
demonstrated high rates of these measures could increase its per-student revenue level relative to the prior formula. Otherwise,  
it risked a revenue decline once the SCFF’s hold harmless provision ended.13 However, a handful of districts do not rely on formula 
revenue because their local tax revenue exceeds the level that the state would provide through the formula. These districts are referred 
to as “Community Supported” (CS). 14 For more information on CS status and their use in this analysis, see Impact of Financial Aid 
Incentives on Student Receipt in the California Community Colleges (pp. 26–28). 

Figure 2 compares policy effects across students who attend districts that were financially affected (non-CS) or financially unaffected 
(CS) by SCFF implementation. If financial incentives were indeed the primary catalyst for increased aid awarding, one would expect 
students in financially affected districts to exhibit larger gains in awarding outcomes than students in financially unaffected districts. 
However, each group exhibits fairly comparable changes across each outcome.15 In fact, students in financially unaffected districts  
tend to exhibit somewhat higher gains in most financial aid outcomes. These results strongly suggest that SCFF financial incentives were 
not the main catalyst for systemwide gains in student aid receipt. Instead, it appears that the formula served as a signal of the state’s 
increased emphasis on financial aid awarding, which districts seem to have responded to regardless of whether they faced financial 
incentives from the policy. 

Figure 2. Financial Aid Affects Across Financially Affected and Financially Unaffected Districts by Fall 2019
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	 A series of conversations between 
Harold Levine, then-dean of the 
UC Davis School of Education, and 
Brice Harris, then-chancellor of the 
California Community Colleges, hatches 
a new initiative to support CCCs 
through leadership development and 
independent research for decision 
making

	 UC Davis and the Hearst Foundations 
provide seed funding for what becomes 
Wheelhouse: The Center for Community 
College Leadership and Research

	 CEO Cohort 3 convenes at UC Davis

> CEOs are evenly split in their level of 

support for the rapid pace of change 

across the California Community 

College system. 

> They continue to identify integrity 

as the single most important attribute 

of a successful CEO, and conflict with 

trustees and college constituencies 

as the chief reasons why many leave 

their positions.

> If they could make one change to  

increase student success, most 

CEOs chose “guided” or simplified 

pathways, with student support/

counseling and increased financial aid 

not far behind. 

> Many are frustrated by what 

they perceive as too many state 

mandates and policy shifts.
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Who’s On Line 1?
The Delicate Juggling Act of Community College CEOs

By Susanna Cooper and Mitchel Benson

IF YOU ARE THE CEO of a California community college or college district, a typical 
moment in a typical afternoon might look and feel something like this: 

Your assistant lets you know that the president of the faculty association is holding 
on line 1, and, keep it short, because you are late for an interview across campus with 
a local television reporter. The chair of your board of trustees is on line 2, your finance 
and facilities chiefs need to speak to you before the close of business, the president  
of your student government organization is in the lobby, and you don’t yet know what 
news awaits you via multiple unheard voicemails on your cell phone.

Whom do you attend to first, whom can 
you put on hold, and what do you simply put 
off—with all the diplomacy you can muster? 
How do you make those decisions without 
insulting or overly inflating any of these important 
constituents?

This exercise in priorities triage isn’t a far-
fetched scenario. According to the results of the 
latest Wheelhouse survey of California community 
college leaders, it’s just a day in the life of leaders 
who, in the words of one, endeavor to “prioritize 
workload, know what is mission critical and what 
can wait, balance objectives and stay focused on 
what’s strategically important to the institution.” 

Respondents to this survey, who include more 
than half of campus presidents, superintendent-
presidents and district chancellors (CEOs) 
statewide, identified the ability to manage multiple 
challenges simultaneously, and communication 
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The most challenging  

part of being a CEO?  

“The ever-changing 

diversity of tasks that 

happen constantly. The 

ability to adapt and shift 

gears, and do it well. 

Always having a polished 

and calm public presence, 

even when there is 

adversity. Lastly, all the 

myriad of regulations, 

especially changing 

dynamics, such as the 

new funding formula.”

CALIFORNIA CEO
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Invited to share more detail about challenges, one CEO captured a sentiment 
expressed by several in citing a mismatch between “the level of responsibility assigned 
to the position, stacked against the low level of authority given to the position.” A 
criticism of policymaking from the top down or feeling hamstrung by regulation was a 
current that ran through open-ended responses to several survey questions. Other CEOs 
cited the time-consuming nature of their responsibility, in a system where participatory 
governance is an established principle, to consult with multiple groups in order to make 
decisions or shift direction (in the words of one, “a system where so many constituents 
believe they need to participate in every decision.”)

Dealing with conflict 
The issue of challenges and conflicts with trustees is a recurring theme for responding 
CEOs, a significant plurality of whom cite “conflicts with the board” as the most 
common reason top college executives leave their positions (similar to our finding in 
2016). A majority also cite “conflicts with college constituencies” as the second most 
common reason for leaving. The identification of conflict and stress may help explain 
why CEO turnover in the colleges is as high as it is (Figure 7). Recent research by the 
Community College League of California reported a slight decrease in turnover among 
California CEOs over the last decade, and assigned the reasons for CEO departure  
as retirement or death (47%), moving to another position (33%), being “released” from 
their post (18%) and leaving the state (2%).1

“Believe it or not, I’m an 

optimist. There is a lot of 

earnest good work going 

on in community colleges, 

but the larger environment 

is going to ‘disrupt’ us. 

Performance-based 

funding and the new 

state online college are 

harbingers of the future.”

CALIFORNIA CEO
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1 The League's CEO Tenure and Retention 
Dashboard shows that, when interim CEOs are 
removed from the calculation, median tenure 
over the past decade is 4.2 years (4.5 for male 
and 4.0 for female CEOs). When interim CEOs 
are included, median tenure drops to 3.8 years 
for male and 3.4 years for female CEOs. The 
dashboard shows the median tenure for interim 
CEOs as .7 years. See: https://www.ccleague.org/
CEOtenure.
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	 CEO Cohort 2 convenes at UC Davis

> Identifying successful community 

colleges requires nuanced analysis 

that accounts for the “inputs” students 

bring with them to the campuses 

where they enroll.

> Quality analyses that account for 

student characteristics yield college 

rankings that look very different from 

those that don’t. When student inputs 

were considered, one college in this 

analysis jumped up by 75 rankings out 

of 108, while another dropped by 49 

rankings.

> With inputs accounted for, individual 

colleges show wide variation in 

student success across key measures: 

transfer, persistence, and degree/

certificate completion.

> As policymakers and practitioners 

look for measures of college quality, 

they should take care to avoid blunt 

instruments that don’t consider wide 

variation in student inputs across 

colleges. 
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Community  
College Quality
The Promises and Pitfalls of Measurement

POLICYMAKERS AND HIGHER EDUCATION LEADERS have long sought to identify 
the conditions and practices of postsecondary institutions that produce better outcomes, 
namely student success. But any examination of outcomes must take into account the 
educational backgrounds of the students enrolling in those colleges. Ignoring the “inputs” 
students bring into college may confound college effectiveness with students’ pre-college 
characteristics. 

This brief examines whether there are significant differences in student outcomes 
across California’s extensive community college system, which is the largest system of 
higher education in the U.S. and includes 114 campuses. Our results show considerable 
differences across campuses in various student outcomes. However, a significant portion 
of these differences is accounted for by the educational and life experiences that students 
bring with them when they enroll in college. Nevertheless, after controlling for these 
inputs, our results show that important differences in college quality can still be clearly 
identified.

Background
Determining a “school effect” has long been done in K-12 research. Most research finds 
that the school itself accounts for less than 20 percent of the variation in student outcomes, 
with student characteristics or “inputs” accounting for the rest. Even less is known about 
the effects of colleges on higher education outcomes. Previous work in college quality 
has largely focused on the relationship between the institution a student attended and 
their subsequent degree completion and earnings after graduation. But it is often hard to 
disentangle the true effect of what happens in college from the self-selection of students 
into specific institutions, because students are not randomly sorted into higher education 
institutions. Often, they choose their colleges. Other times, and particularly in the case of 
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Results
Our results show considerable differences across campuses in both short-term and 
longer-term student outcomes. Much of these differences is accounted for by student 
inputs, namely 11th grade test scores, demographic characteristics, college goals, high 
school quality, and peer differences. However, even after controlling for these inputs,  
our results show that important differences between colleges remain. They also provide  
a very different lens through which to consider “college quality.”

Figure 1 shows two box plots of the distribution of transferable units in year one 
across the colleges before adjusting for campus inputs (the blue box on the left), and 
after adjusting for inputs (the gold box on the right). The box in the plot covers  
the 25th to 75th percentiles of units while the outer lines represent the 10th and 90th 
percentile of units. From this figure we note, first, that the distribution in the outcome—
transferable units in year one—is considerably reduced once we account for student 
inputs. Second, we note that there remains important differences in outcomes across 
campuses once you adjust for student inputs. Specifically, the difference in the average 
transferable units in year one between the campus at the 10th percentile versus the 90th 
percentile is about 3.68 units (a little over one transferrable course).

Even after controlling  

for these inputs,  

our results show that 

important differences 

between colleges remain. 

Figure 1
Distribution of college average transferable units in the first year.
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Figure 2 has identical plots for the other three outcomes we look at: average 
probability for persisting to year two, completing a degree or certificate, and transferring 
to a four-year college. What is the marginal impact of being at a more effective college? 
Our estimates indicate that going from the 10th to 90th percentile of campus quality 
is associated with a 37 percent increase in student transfer units earned, 21 percent 
increase in the probability of persisting, a 42 percent increase in the probability of 
transferring to a four-year college, and a 27 percent increase in the probability of degree/
certificate completion. Those are, indeed, powerful differences in the outcomes achieved 
by students at these colleges. 

	 Community College Quality: The 
Promises and Pitfalls of Measurement

	 Los Angeles Community College District 
Chancellor Francisco C. Rodriguez  
joins Wheelhouse to direct CEO Institute 
as Chancellor-in-Residence (left); 
Cosumnes River College President 
Edward Bush joins Wheelhouse as 
senior fellow

	 CEO Cohort 4 convenes both remotely 
and at UC Davis

	 COVID-19 pandemic begins in March
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Table 1. Student Parents Identified Through Financial Aid Applications Between 2010 and 2018

Intended College Segment/Type
(As Listed on FAFSA/CADAA Applications) 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018

Community College 107,693 152,065 140,673 129,454 145,061

California State University 15,884 22,760 22,568 21,546 24,023

Private 4-year/Graduate School 8,865 14,990 14,255 13,274 18,350

Private For-profit 26,431 32,791 8,765 11,606 11,774

University of California 2,662 3,511 3,281 2,996 2,975

Private 2-year Non-profit 135 222 139 90 40

Other 21 55 64 96 104

Total Student Parents 161,691 226,394 189,745 179,062 202,327

Total Processed FAFSA/CADAA Filers 1,131,114 1,376,562 1,386,453 1,376,555 1,507,318

% of FAFSA/CADAA Filers Who Are Student Parents 14.30% 16.40% 13.70% 13.00% 13.40%

Note: Years in the column headings indicate the spring in which a financial aid application was submitted for planned enrollment in the following school year. In other words, 
students who submitted applications in spring 2014 (column heading 2014) were applying for financial aid for the 2014–15 academic year.

Figure 1. Intended College of Enrollment for Student Parents Filing FAFSA/CADAA in 2018

72%
Community Colleges
• 80% Female
• 4% with Bachelor’s degrees
• Average age: 33.5
• Average family size: 3.4
• Average income: $28,495

1%
University of California
• 62% Female 
• 39% with Bachelor’s degrees
• Average age: 35
• Average family size: 3.3
• Average income: $48,501 

12%
California State  
University
• 76% Female 
• 26% with Bachelor’s degrees
• Average age: 34
• Average family size: 3.4
• Average income: $38,218 

9%
Private 4-year/ 
Graduate School
• 72% Female
• 54% with Bachelor’s degrees
• Average age: 38
• Average family size: 3.7 
• Average income: $59,668

6%
Private For-profit
• 77% Female
• 13% with Bachelor’s degrees
• Average age: 33.8
• Average family size: 3.4
• Average income: $39,447
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40%

Figure 2. Demographic Characteristics of Community College Student Parents Compared to Non-parents, 2016–17

Notes: Sample includes community college student parents identified through FAFSA/CADAA or CalWORKS and taking at least one course during 2016–17. The difference in 
statistics presented in Figures 1 and 2 is due to different samples. Figure 1 includes student parents who submitted a FAFSA/CADAA in 2018 and selected a California Community 
College as a likely college of enrollment (actual enrollment is undetermined in this sample); Figure 2 includes student parents who submitted a FAFSA/CADAA at any point  
between 2010 and 2018, and enrolled in a California Community College in 2016–17. (N=221,429)

Figure 3. First Year Course-taking and Performance for Students Entering in Fall 2012

Notes: Sample of student parents includes community college students identified through FAFSA/CADAA or CalWORKS and taking their first course in fall 2012. Non-parents 
includes students who filed a FAFSA/CACAA but did not indicate that they had dependent chilldren.

	 A Portrait of Student Parents in  
the California Community Colleges:  
A New Analysis of Financial Aid 
Seekers with Dependent Children

	 During the pandemic, Wheelhouse 
supports CEO Cohort 4 across a  
two-year period

	 Inaugural cohort of CCC presidents 
and chancellors – self-named the 
“Wheelhouse Warriors” – convene at  
UC Davis for the first annual CEO 
Institute on Leadership

	 Associate Degrees for Transfer:  
Early Effects on Degree Completion  
in CA Community Colleges

	 James Irvine and College Futures 
foundations invest in Wheelhouse

	 Wheelhouse Scholars Network is  
born as 15 CCC-focused research 
affiliates convene in Berkeley  
for first annual collaboration retreat

	 CA Community Colleges Chancellor’s 
Office (Institutional Effectiveness 
Partnership Initiative) invests in 
Wheelhouse

	 Talk to Me: What Community College 
Trustees Want From Their CEOs

> Over 20 percent of CA community college students who appear eligible for 

Pell Grant aid do not receive a Pell Grant.

> Forgone Pell awards to eligible but non-receiving students total nearly $130 

million statewide in a single semester.

> Pell Grant take-up rates vary widely across campuses statewide, even after 

controlling for student and campus characteristics, suggesting a crucial role for 

campus-level policies and practices.

TOPLINES

Money Left  
on the Table
An Analysis of Pell Grant Receipt Among Financially-

Eligible Community College Students in California

FINANCIAL BARRIERS MAKE IT HARDER for many students to pursue and persist 
in higher education.1 While numerous financial aid programs have been shown to 
improve student outcomes, the complexity of the financial aid system in the U.S. limits 
its effectiveness.2 Much attention has been paid to the length and complexity of the Free 
Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA), which is required for all federal financial 
aid programs.3 Less attention has been devoted, however, to barriers to financial aid 
receipt that remain even after students successfully complete the FAFSA. 

This brief summarizes results from a 2017 study examining receipt of Pell Grant aid 
among California community college (CCC) students. We find that more than twenty 
percent of students who successfully apply for aid, demonstrate financial eligibility 
and enroll in the required number of units still do not receive Pell Grant aid. Our 
calculations indicate that failure to receive Pell Grant aid among seemingly eligible 
students results in over $100 million being “left on the table” in only a single semester. 
Furthermore, Pell take-up rates vary widely by campus, even after controlling for 
student and campus characteristics.

Background and Context 
The Pell Grant program is the largest CCC financial aid program by dollar amount 
disbursed. In 2015-16, more than 471,000 students (20% of all students enrolled) in 
the CCC system received $1.62 billion in Pell Grant aid. In addition to Pell Grants and 
other federal aid programs, California offers extensive state aid to assist community 
college students. The largest program (by number of students) is the Board of Governors 
(BOG) fee waiver program, which covers enrollment fees for low-income students. 
In 2015-16, over 1 million students received BOG waiver funds representing over 43 
percent of total enrollment, and expenditures on BOG total $803 million.4 In contrast 
to the Pell Grant, applying for the BOG fee waiver is a simple process, and nearly all 
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Figure 2
Campus level Pell take-up rate by campus size.

Figure 3
Campus level Pell take-up rates by EFC.

The horizontal axis depicts the natural logarithm 
of enrollment at each campus; scaled in this way, 
changes in the horizontal axis are approximate 
percentage changes in enrollment. For instance, 
a change from 9 to 9.25 would represent 
approximately a 25 percent change in enrollment. 
The sample consists of financially-eligible students 
enrolled in 6+ credits in fall 2014 who were age 
18-49. Campuses on the quarter system excluded 
(about 2% of the sample). The blue line depicts the 
linear fit, which is statistically at the 5% level. 

The horizontal axis depicts the average EFC of 
students in our sample, which is a measure of 
financial need among financial aid applicants 
at each college. For context, students with 
EFC above $5,157 in 2014-15 are not eligible 
for Pell Grant aid, and students with EFC are 
eligible for the maximum Pell Grant. The sample 
consists of financially-eligible students enrolled 
in 6+ credits in fall 2014 who were age 18-49. 
Campuses on the quarter system excluded 
(about 2% of the sample). The blue line depicts 
the linear relationship between average EFC 
and Pell receipt.
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	 Influential analysis of wide variability  
in financial aid take-up statewide:  
Money Left on the Table: An Analysis of 
Pell Grant Receipt Among Financially-
Eligible Community College Students in 
California

	 Scholars Network expands (now 23) and 
convenes at UCLA to share research 
and explore collaboration on transfer, 
financial aid and other topics

	 Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation invests 
in Wheelhouse
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Table 1. Student Verification Process
“Think about students at your college who are required to complete FAFSA verification in order to receive federal financial aid (e.g. Pell Grants).  
Among these students, how often do students:”

Students must be aware that they have been selected for verification, understand 
which documents are needed for verification, actually gather the required 
documentation, and submit the documents by the deadline. Survey results confirm 
that verification requirements pose a significant obstacle to eligible students receiving 
their Pell Grant funds. Fifty-eight percent of respondents reported that students “almost 
never,” “rarely” or “sometimes” know that they can receive additional aid by completing 
verification. Two-thirds report that students “rarely” or “sometimes” know when 
verification is complete (Table 1). 

Nearly two-thirds of financial aid directors reported that students “rarely” or 
“sometimes” know what information must be provided to complete verification. 
Approximately half reported that students “frequently” or “very frequently” know how 
to submit and agree that students are able to obtain the information needed to complete 
verification. Only 33% reported students are “frequently” or “very frequently” able to 
meet verification deadlines (Table 1). 

When asked why students do not complete verification, many of the open-ended 
responses referenced a complex and confusing process. Typical of many responses, one 
financial aid director wrote: “They don’t understand the process of completing verification 
or what they need to submit. Often, they have trouble obtaining the documents or finding time 
to submit them. We lack the technology to accept documents online, so students must come in 
person.” Another wrote that students have “trouble getting required documents from the IRS. 
[They are] confused by documents and requirements.”

Understand 
they can receive 

additional aid 
by completing  

verification 
requirements

Know when 
they have not 
yet completed 

verification

Know what 
information  

must be provided 
to complete 
verification

Know how  
to submit 

information  
needed to 
complete 

verification

Are able to 
obtain additional 

information  
needed to 
complete 

verification

Meet  
verification 
deadlines

Almost Never 2% 0% 0% 0% 0% 2%

Rarely 6% 14% 14% 8% 4% 11%

Sometimes 50% 50% 48% 40% 35% 54%

Frequently 34% 25% 29% 45% 52% 27%

Very Frequently 8% 11% 9% 8% 9% 6%

“[Students] don’t 

understand the process 

of completing verification 

or what they need to 

submit. Often, they have 

trouble obtaining the 

documents or finding time 

to submit them. We lack 

the technology to accept 

documents online, so 

students must come in 

person.”

CCC FINANCIAL AID DIRECTOR
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Figure 1. College Math Placement Among STEM-aspiring Students Who Earned  
a 3.4 High School GPA or Earned a 2.6 GPA and Took Calculus in High School 

Figure 1 shows math placement for STEM-aspiring students, focusing on the 
multiple measures criteria most relevant to these students outlined in AB 705 (high 
school GPA ≥3.4 or HS GPA ≥2.6 and took Calculus). Only 40% of STEM-aspiring 
students were placed into transfer-level math. An additional 32% of students were only 
placed into intermediate algebra (equivalent to algebra 2). Over a quarter of students 
who met these criterion placed into elementary algebra, pre-algebra, or arithmetic.

AB 705  

Legislation enacted in 2018 that requires all California 

community colleges to use, instead of placement tests, at 

least one of three criteria to determine course placement: 

high school course taking, course grades, and/or grade  

point average (GPA). 

STEM-aspiring Students  

Students who stated intent to major in a STEM field, 

(including life science or physical science and engineering), 

on their college application.10

Math Misalignment 

Students placed in a lower level of math than their high 

school transcript would suggest they are prepared for.11  

We examined three types of misalignment: 

1. The mismatch between high school math course-taking 

(algebra 2, pre-calculus or calculus) and math placement 

in college. 

2. The mismatch between overall high school GPA (greater 

or equal to 3.0) and math placement in college. 

3. The mismatch between a combination of overall high 

school GPA and high school math grades and college 

math placement. This is for students who either earned 

at least a 3.4 high school GPA, or earned an overall high 

school GPA of 2.6 or higher and took calculus. 

The second and third types of misalignment were derived 

from the rules developed for AB 705.12 According to AB 705,  

students who intend to major in STEM must either have 

at least a 3.4 HS GPA or at least a 2.6 HS GPA and have 

enrolled in calculus in order to be directly placed in transfer-

level math without additional math support. 

KEY TERMS

40+32+9+1940%
Transfer-Level Math

32%
Intermediate Algebra

9%
Elementary Algebra

19%
Pre-Algebra and Below

Figure 2 shows that math misaligment had signficant impacts on college performance 
and STEM transferable unit acccumulation for students who had either earned a 3.4 high 
school GPA, or had earned a 2.6 high school GPA and took calculus. 

NOTE: All courses in the figure above are credit-bearing; however only intermediate algebra and above are considered 
degree-applicable. Transfer-level math is considered both degree-applicable and transferrable to the UC/CSU. 

Only 40% of STEM-

aspiring students were 

placed into transfer-level 

math.

	 Why do Some Students Fail to Receive 
Pell Grants? Survey Evidence from 
California Community College Financial 
Aid Directors (left)

	 Starting off on the Wrong Foot: Math 
Misalignment and STEM Outcomes in 
California Community Colleges

	 26 scholars gather 
in Berkeley to share 
research featuring 
on topics including 
guided pathways 
implementation, 
barriers to financial aid and transfer and 
the efficacy of co-requisite courses

	 CEO Cohort 5 convenes at UC Davis 
and UCLA

	 Funder base expands through  
individual donations and contracted 
research/evaluation

	 First annual Wheelhouse Summer 
Scholar awards made to support 
CCC-related research by 12 doctoral 
students; symposia convened to  
feature their scholarship

	 Wheelhouse launches Advancing 
Leaders Institute to support diverse 
pipeline of future CCC CEOs
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Enrollment Decline  
by Spring 2021

Two-Term 
Persistence Decline 

Using rich administrative 
data from the California 
Community Colleges 
Chancellor’s Office that 
tracks each student 
longitudinally, this analysis 
examines how the onset 
of the pandemic affected 
student enrollment duration. 
Data are disaggregated 
by student characteristics 
and college campuses 
in order to understand 
variable impacts and equity 
implications. 

Pandemic-Period Enrollment 
and Persistence in California 
Community Colleges
Robert Linden, Michal Kurlaender, Paco Martorell and Scott E. Carrell

Enrollment in California Community Colleges (CCC) 
was profoundly and unevenly disrupted by COVID-19. 
This infographic illustrates changes in student 
enrollment and persistence in the first 18 months of 
the pandemic. We find that systemwide enrollment 
declined by 14% and persistence declined by 5%. 
These changes varied widely by student type and 
college campus. 

Following the onset of the pandemic in March 2020, enrollment in the CCC system declined substantially,  
a development that both mirrored and contributed to national enrollment declines. By fall 2020, community college 
enrollment declined by 10% nationally, compared to a negligible change among public 4-year institutions.1,2  
These declines were not just an early pandemic phenomenon: Community college enrollment continued to decline 
through spring 2022.3 Year-over-year enrollment in the CCC system, which enrolls one in four community  
college students in the U.S., fell by 11% in fall 2020 and by an additional 7% in fall 2021.4 

-14% -5%

5 Pandemic-Period Enrollment and Persistence in California Community Colleges

Mapping Enrollment Changes in Spring 2021 
Enrollment declines varied significantly by campus, with some campuses (represented by dark blue dots) losing 
more than 20% of their pre-pandemic enrollment.8,9 Other campuses (light blue dots) lost fewer than 10% and  
still others (green dots) gained enrollment over what would have been predicted in the absence of the pandemic. 
Dot size represents a college’s total enrollment in fall and spring 2019, with larger dots indicating higher  
college enrollment.
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	 Pandemic-Period Enrollment and 
Persistence in California Community 
Colleges

	 Institute for Education Sciences  
(US Department of Education) awards 
Wheelhouse $3 million for pandemic 
recovery research(partnership with 
California Education Lab, CCCCO and 
PPIC)

	45 academic and CC institutional 
researchers convene at UC Davis for 
professional development and  
research collaboration focused on  
AB 705 implementation

Picking Up Steam Since 2016
Our story is one of partnership, persistence and collaboration – people joining forces to  
support one of the nation’s most important engines of opportunity, equity and innovation:  
the California Community Colleges and the students they serve.


