$1.6M grant to help Clark College students stay on track

Money will be used to design program

to retain first-generation scholars
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Clark College has recewed-
241,68 million federal grantto |’
help stiidents comp]ete theu'
- education. '

‘The five-year grant w111 allow

“Clark Collegeto advanceitstime-

table for a program to increase
student stccess, said Shanda
Diehl, associate vice president of
planning-and effectiveness.

‘The money will fund about
five staff members to improve

advising and program assess-
ment; which is how . colleges

' make sure that students have

actually learned what they were
supposed to learn to earn their

i degree or certificate. -

While a big portion of Clark’s

" studéntswill benefit, Diehl said,

the focus will be on what she
called “first-time, first-genera-

" tion" college students.

They don't have family mem-
bers with college ' experience
who could help them navigate
higher education, Diehl said.

Clark will design a program to
reach these students “on the front
end to help them navigate the
system,” she said. “That’s real-

ly Important at Clark where 67
percent of our students are first-
generation college students.”
Clark’s| first-generation/first-
time higher-education rookies
amount to 3,000 to 4,000 stu-

“dents each year; Diehl said.

Anbother | approach will; be
forming learning communities, -
“Building “relationships: be-

- tween students and faculty helps

retention,” Dielil said. “Relation-
ships help them decide to:come
back next quarter.”

In addition to the grant-funded
programs, “we are doing a lot of
work in math and writing pre-
paredness: people being college-
ready,” she said.

Getting: into some specifics,

“the news release explained that

grant-funded - efforts “will be
centered around increasing the
completion rate from 20 to 30
percent among the degree-seek-
ing Clark students who use the
services funded by this grant.
The national completion rate for
public, two-year colleges is 22

: percent

There® are several reasons
many. students don't complete
their work. Half of Clark’s stu-
dents are 25 and older and often
have to balance jobs and family
obligations with their studies.
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Challenges faced by the first-
generation college students can
be another factor, Diehl said.

And, “an issue for commu-
nity colleges is that students can
come in expecting to complete
a degree or a certificate. But if
employers really want you, they
don't care about a degree or
certificate,” she said. Those stu-
dents often quit school to focus
on work. ;

Other students, whose goal is
abachelor’s degree, don’t always
finish up their two-year associ-
ate’s degree before they transfer
to’a four-year university.

The grant was awarded by
the U.S. Department of Educa-
tion under its “Strengthening
Institutions” initiative. It will
come in handy as the state con-
tinues to cut higher education
funding.

The grant money can’t be

used to replace lost state fund-
ing, however.

“Were not allowed to sup-
plant, only enhance,” Diehl said.
“It won't backfill. But it will give
us resources that will increase
student success.”

“Our mission is to provide op-
portunities for every student to
succeed,” Clark College Presi-
dent Bob Knight said in the
news release.

“With the state now provid-
ing only about 40 percent of our
funding and more state bud-
get cuts pending, dollars from
grants and donors are critically
important to our ability to effec-
tively support our students and
our region in new ways,” Knight
said.

Clark College has afall enroll-
ment of 15,526 students taking
atleast one class. Itis the equiva-
lent of 10,237 full-time students,
a 2 percent increase from fall
2010,
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