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Abstract:

The Dual Degree Program (DDP), a unique partnership between Governors State University and eight Chicagoland community colleges in our region (College of DuPage, Joliet Junior College, Kankakee Community College, Moraine Valley Community College, Morton College, Prairie State College, South Suburban College, and Triton College) is an innovative, replicable model to increase both associate and bachelor’s degree completion. The DDP transforms university-community college collaboration by going beyond the traditional 2+2 agreements and requiring students to complete their associate degrees. A rigorous program, the DDP also requires participating students to attend college full-time, maintain good academic standing, meet regularly with college and university advisors, and finish both the associate and bachelor’s degrees in no more than nine semesters. The DDP provides students with the academic support and financial incentives they need to transfer and complete the bachelor’s degree: guaranteed admission to the university; a tuition freeze at the university beginning with the student’s enrollment in the DDP, university advising and mentoring provided at the community college, and generous scholarships that enable students to graduate debt-free. Taken together, the Dual Degree Program provides community college students with an excellent, affordable, seamless pathway from an associate degree to university graduation.  

What college completion obstacle does the Dual Degree Program address?

The U.S. cannot reclaim its status as the most well-educated nation if we focus only on students who take the traditional path to a four-year degree. Over forty percent of all students in higher education—and 53 percent of students in Illinois—are enrolled in community colleges. GSU and its community college partners are confronting one of the most persistent challenges in higher education: the low bachelor’s degree completion rate for students who begin at a community college. If the United States is to achieve President Obama’s college completion goals, we must significantly increase the number of community college students who complete their associate degrees and who transfer successfully to complete their bachelor’s degrees.  And, we must work to eliminate the completion gap that plagues low income and minority students, who are disproportionately enrolled in community colleges.  

The Dual Degree Program was designed to address the problems which have made it difficult for  students to succeed using the community college pathway to the baccalaureate. First generation college students typically lack support networks and college know-how. They are not prepared to navigate one college bureaucracy and technology—much less two!  Most community college students, including those who indicate from the outset that they intend to transfer, do not begin thinking about, much less planning for, transfer until much too late. Despite the best of intentions, the 800-1 student-to-advisor ratio in the community colleges makes it difficult for advisors to spend the time required with students to develop and consistently monitor student progress on a four-year plan to complete both the associate and bachelor’s degrees. And, for low income students, the financial obstacles to transfer are enormous. The Dual Degree Program responds to all these challenges and helps community college students overcome the academic, financial, and social/psychological barriers to earning two college degrees.  

What is the theory of action that provides the basis for the promising and practical strategy?

Every component of the DDP is research-based (see “Selected References,” at the bottom of this report), addressing known barriers to degree completion. There are four major components to the program:

1. The DDP requires the completion of the associate degree. 

If universities are to be successful in building meaningful partnerships with their community college colleagues, they need to affirm the importance the associate degree. 

· Wellman’s report (2002) cites research which indicates that students who complete their associate degree prior to transfer are more likely to complete their bachelor’s degrees, and they do so in a shorter period of time. In her study, “only about a third of these 2/4 transfer students earned the associate degree prior to transfer; the rest transferred without earning a degree or credential. The bachelor’s degree attainment rate was higher for those who had obtained an associate degree prior to transfer: 43% within five years, compared with 17% for those who transferred without the credential.”

· Completion of the associate degree ensures that students are pursuing a coherent plan of study, not just accumulating credits. Doyle’s research (2006) concluded that course-taking patterns at the community college have a huge impact on bachelor’s degree completion: 82% of students who had all of their credits accepted in transfer graduated within 6 years, whereas only 42% of students who had only some of their credits accepted in transfer graduated within 6 years. Because the DDP requires regular advising, the students will be assured that all of their credits will count toward the completion of their associate degree and will transfer to fulfill the requirements of their bachelor’s degree.  

· The completion of the associate degree is an important milestone. Rosenbaum and Deil-Amen’s work (2003; 2006) emphasizes the psychological and practical benefits, especially to first generation students, of obtaining short-term goals en route to long-term objectives. 

2. The DDP requires students to enroll full-time.  

Research clearly demonstrates a positive correlation between full-time enrollment and associate and bachelor’s degree completion. Complete College America’s recent report (2011), entitled Time is the Enemy, concludes that time is the enemy of college completion and notes that “these historic data have revealed a common thread—and an animating principle to guide our work to boost college graduation: The longer it takes, the more life gets in the way of success.”
3. The DDP requires that students participate in structured, intentional, intersegmental advising and peer mentoring, beginning in their first year of enrollment at the community college. 

To ensure students develop and implement a four-year plan to complete their associate and bachelor’s degrees, GSU provides DDP students with access to Transfer Specialists, who are housed at the community college campus two days per week. As noted above, the 800-1 student/advisor ratio in most community colleges leaves little time or resources for transfer advising. For that reason, DDP Transfer Specialists and Peer Mentors are collaborating with their community college colleagues to enhance advising for both associate degree completion and successful transfer.  

This is a student-centered program, which does not obligate students to transfer to GSU. DDP Transfer Specialists have been trained to support student transfer to the university that best fits their needs. 

The DDP requirement for advising is based upon extensive research that has long pointed to the importance of mandatory advising, especially for transfer students.

· Kay McClenney has repeatedly said that community college students ‘don’t do optional.” If we know that something is important to student success, it is important for us to require students to do it. And we know that good advising is critical to student success. Rosenbaum et.al. (2006) emphasized that first generation community college students lack college know-how and support systems, yet they are expected to navigate two college and university bureaucracies (admissions, financial aid, articulation) with little support or assistance. 
· Davis Jenkins’ recent study (2011) focuses on the importance of students entering a program of study early in their enrollment at the community college. He concludes that “students who do not enter a program of study within a year of enrollment are far less likely to ever enter a program and therefore less likely to complete and earn a credential.”

· The Complete College America report concludes that colleges should “require formal, on-time completion plans for every student, updated annually.”  

· The College Completion Tool Kit (2011) notes that the “lack of a coherent, navigable, and transparent transfer process both increases the cost and time needed to earn a degree and diminishes the likelihood of completion.”

· Scott-Clayton’s recently published work (2011; part of the Community College Research Center’s project) reaffirms the importance of providing structured coursework and advising for community college students. She suggests that “for many students at community colleges, finding a path to degree completion is the equivalent of navigating a shapeless river on a dark night.” Scott-Clayton concludes that “community college students will be more likely to persist and succeed in programs that are tightly and consciously structured, with relatively little room for individuals to unintentionally deviate from paths toward completion, and with limited bureaucratic obstacles for students to circumnavigate.” 

4. The Dual Degree Program provides meaningful academic and financial incentives and support for students to enroll full-time and complete their associate degree. 
· DDP students who complete their associate degree are guaranteed admission to GSU. This guarantee includes students who complete their A.A.S. degree. GSU has several degree completion programs designed for students who complete these health and technical degree programs.  

· GSU tuition is frozen for DDP students in their first semester of enrollment at the community college. Students are given five semesters to complete their associate degree, and their tuition at GSU is frozen at the rate it was in the first semester of enrollment at the community college for four semesters after they transfer to GSU.

· DDP students are eligible to compete for 50 GSU Promise Scholarships, funded by the GSU Foundation, which are available for low income, Pell-eligible students every year and which cover all tuition, fees, mandatory course materials, and books that are not covered by state or federal aid. These scholarships will allow DDP students to graduate debt free, to decrease their employment obligations, and to increase their course loads, making it more likely that they will complete their degrees. A report from The Pell Institute for the Study of Opportunity in Higher Education (May 2011) provides excellent support for programs, like the GSU Promise Scholarship, which focus on low income students. The conclusion of this report is that “income-based inequality in educational attainment is a central obstacle to achieving the 2020 goal and that decreasing income-based attainment gaps must become a central focus of federal education policy.”   

· The University is also funding thirteen additional DDP Honors Scholarships for students who do not meet Pell eligibility requirements, but who still demonstrate financial need and academic promise.
The history of how the promising and practical strategy was developed

GSU has a strong history of collaborative partnerships with community colleges, and the university has signed detailed articulation agreements, by discipline, with each college. However, curricular alignment between universities and community colleges, though essential, has shown to be an insufficient strategy to increase degree completion. In Spring 2010, Dr. Elaine Maimon, the President of Governors State University, convened a summit with community college presidents in the region to discuss the college completion agenda.  At the summit, the presidents agreed to form the Chicagoland Alliance for Degree Completion and to tackle the college completion challenge. The concept and commitment to the Dual Degree Program grew out of that convocation. The Dual Degree Program was officially launched in Fall 2010. Six community college presidents, along with their vice presidents of academic and student affairs, signed official agreements creating this partnership with GSU, and two additional colleges have since signed. We began recruiting and enrolling our first cohort of students in Spring 2011.  

As of April 2012, 270 students from the community colleges have already joined the DDP.  We are particularly pleased that the profile of this first student cohort reflects the diversity of GSU and the DDP partner institutions. Governors State University (GSU), founded in 1969, is the only public university serving a vast region of Chicagoland, encompassing urban, suburban, and rural areas, and forming a microcosm of American society. From its founding, GSU’s mission has been to be an innovator in serving the underserved:  low-income, minority, and first-generation college students.  GSU’s student body is 48 percent minority and largely low-income. Two of our community college partners, Prairie State College and South Suburban College, are Predominantly Black Institutions, and two, Triton College and Morton College, are Hispanic Serving Institutions. Of the DDP participants to date, 44.4% are minority (28.4% Black or African American; 14.6% Hispanic/Latino; .7% Asian and .7% multi-racial).  Of the students who responded to our query about the educational level of their parents, 62.5% are first generation college students. As we had hoped, the DDP is serving a very diverse group of students, and we anticipate that their involvement in the program will help to narrow the completion gap. 
The DDP is off to a wonderful start. In its second year, the Program has already drawn national attention. At a visit to GSU on September 9, 2011, Dr. Martha J. Kanter, the Under-Secretary of Education, recognized GSU as an “island of excellence.”  In her remarks, Kanter noted:  “We are going to shine a spotlight on the Dual Degree Program. This is absolutely the right direction in which to go.”  In December 2012, the Kresge Foundation, citing the Dual Degree Program as a “beacon of change,” awarded an $875,000 grant to support new initiatives to enhance the program, including a Peer Mentoring Program and the Transfer Specialist positions,. 

Outcomes and evaluations of the strategy, including difficulties and challenges, factors that contributed to success, and suggestions for replicating the strategy

Full-time students are recruited and enrolled in the DDP after they have completed between 12-30 credit hours at their respective community colleges. We are tracking all students from enrollment through associate degree completion, transfer, and bachelor’s degree completion.  However, our outcomes now are limited to enrollments, associate degree completion, and anticipated transfer, due to the recent implementation of this program.  As noted above, we are pleased with the enrollment numbers (270 students have enrolled in the first three semesters) and with the diversity of students who have been attracted to this program.  The first cohort of students began enrolling in DDP in Spring 2011, so they will begin transferring to GSU and other universities in Fall 2012. We anticipate that 44 of the 110 students who were enrolled in the program during the first semester will earn their associate degree this spring and enroll at GSU this fall.  Of those students transferring to GSU this fall, 24 have been awarded the GSU Promise or DDP Honors Scholarships, ensuring they will graduate debt-free from the university.  
To date, we have held three DDP orientations on the campus of GSU.  The students in attendance were greeted by both President Maimon and Provost Allison, were given information about all aspects of the program, toured the campus, met with their program advisers, listened to a panel of successful transfer students, and enjoyed lunch with an array of GSU administrators, faculty and staff. Most of the students had never before been on the campus, and their very positive evaluations of the orientation confirmed that we had achieved our objectives. 
The first challenge we faced in implementing the Dual Degree Program was to engage our community college partners. We have found three strategies that were particularly successful.  First, we hired a recently retired community college CAO, who had worked in several of our partner institutions, to serve as the university’s liaison. Her connections with community college faculty and administrators have proven valuable. Second, though the presidents began this initiative, they have involved people at all levels of the university and community colleges during the implementation phase. Finally, we developed a marketing program for DDP that is specific to each community college and that focuses equally on the importance of the associate and bachelor’s degrees.  
A second challenge is attracting community college students to enroll in a transfer program during the second semester of their first year. The success of this program is dependent upon that early enrollment, which provides students with the opportunity to develop and implement a four-year plan to complete their associate and baccalaureate degrees. Three factors have facilitated early enrollment. First, the community colleges have agreed to provide the university with the list of students every semester who meet the DDP enrollment criteria, which has enabled us to begin communicating early with prospective students. Second, the grant from the Kresge Foundation has enabled us to hire Transfer Specialists who spend time on the community college campuses, making it much easier for their students to obtain the advising they need without necessitating travel to the university. Finally, the Kresge grant has also enabled us to launch a Peer Mentoring Program, which will begin in Fall 2012 and which is intended to help recruit and retain students in DDP.  

The completion agenda must focus on community college students, who typically do not complete either an associate or bachelor’s degree. In partnership with the eight community colleges in the Chicagoland Alliance for Degree Completion, Governors State University is on track to become a national model for the successful transition of community college students to bachelor’s degree completion. The recent College Board report (2011), Improving Student Transfer from Community Colleges to Four-Year Institutions—The Perspective of Leaders from Baccalaureate-Granting Institutions, notes the importance of creating a “transfer going” culture at community colleges and a “transfer-receptive culture” at four-year institutions. The DDP fosters the transformative culture that is included in the College Board recommendations. 
The Dual Degree Program is certainly replicable by other colleges and universities. They must be willing to collaborate on a new partnership model that builds creative pathways beyond traditional articulation agreements to increase the likelihood of degree completion among community college transfer students.  Governors State University and its community college partners have already given presentations about this model at five state and national conferences. We are eager to share the results of our work and would be pleased to respond to requests for further information. 
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