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   Cuyahoga Community College (Tri-C), located in and 
around Cleveland, Ohio, opened in September 1963 
and was Ohio’s fi rst community college. It now serves 
more than 50,000 credit and noncredit students each 
year at four traditional campuses located throughout 
Cuyahoga County, as well as two corporate college 
locations, the Manufacturing Technology Center, the 
district office, the Hospitality Management Center 
at Public Square, the Brunswick University Center, 
the Advanced Technology Training Center (ATTC), 
and more than 50 off -campus sites (Figure  1 ). Over 
its 53-year history, Cuyahoga Community College 
has provided high-quality, aff ordable education and 
programs to more than 900,000 members of our 
community.      

 Each semester, Tri-C off ers more than 1,000 credit 
courses in more than 190 career and technical pro-
grams, with more than 600 courses off ered either fully 
online or in a hybrid format. Th e College awards fi ve 
associate degrees—associate of arts, associate of sci-
ence, associate of applied business, associate of applied 
science, and associate of technical studies—as well as 
short-term certifi cates, one-year certifi cates, and post-
graduate certifi cates. 

 Cuyahoga Community College serves an extremely 
diverse population, refl ective of the diversity that exists 
in Northeast Ohio. Over 38% of Tri-C students are 
from a minority group, with African-American stu-
dents making up 29% of the overall student body at 

the College. Students range in age from high school 
students to senior members of the community, with 
27 being the average age of a Tri-C student. Sixty-eight 
percent of students are enrolled part time, with 11% 
enrolling in weekend or evening classes. 

 Tri-C has been a leader in innovation in the national 
community college movement for many years. 
Although still fully committed to remaining an open-
access institution of higher education, at the heart of 
many of these innovations at the College is a com-
mitment to help students complete what they have 
started, a certifi cate or a degree, and to do so within 
3 years, in accordance with the Integrated Postsec-
ondary Education Data System (IPEDS) metric, the 
national standard for graduation rates at community 
colleges. Although this time frame may not be realistic 
for many community college students given the many 
outside challenges and distractions they face along the 
way, it is the component of success by which our insti-
tutions are measured. Colleges owe it to students to 
help them become successful within the shortest pos-
sible time frame. 

 As one of the country’s largest multicampus 
community colleges, Tri-C is fortunate to have the 
support of the local community and the financial 
resources necessary to improve the learning environ-
ment for students. Passionate and dedicated faculty and 
staff  are committed to student success and seek oppor-
tunities to improve the student experience and student 
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outcomes. Just as other institutions have struggled to 
determine how best to support students in and out of 
the classroom to promote their success, during its early 
years as an Achieving the Dream institution, Tri-C 
piloted promising interventions with great enthusiasm 
but few positive results—until now. 

 In response to the call from President Obama to 
increase the number of students receiving degrees and 
certifi cates in a timely manner and the need to boost 
the number of college graduates in Ohio, Tri-C leader-
ship defi ned specifi c and targeted goals around progress, 
retention, and completion to help focus the College’s 
efforts. Given that Tri-C comprises four campuses, 
two corporate college locations, and several centers 
across Greater Cleveland, this is no small task. Addi-
tionally, Tri-C President Alex Johnson encouraged the 
administration to form a strong partnership with fac-
ulty—not only on leadership teams but also managing 
the day-to-day eff orts on each campus. In order for 
Tri-C to meet its newly created goals, administration 

and faculty would have to work together not only in 
designing new programs and initiatives, but in imple-
menting them on the ground. 

 With this reenergized focus on student success and 
completion, Tri-C could no longer simply off er pilot 
interventions at single campuses or individual programs 
administered in isolation or with little coordinated 
support. Administration could no longer ask staff  who 
were already stretched to their limits with increased 
responsibilities to do more, as they had done in the 
past. Th e College needed to step back, look at the big 
picture, and realign dollars and team members to cre-
ate structured and coordinated interventions that reach 
students where they are, when it matters, and at scale. 

 With Dr. Johnson’s new completion and retention 
goals in hand, faculty and administration purposely 
and intentionally worked to fi nd new ways to collabo-
rate and partner that aligned funding sources, strategic 
goals, and personnel resources. One of the ways the 
College promoted this new partnership is by including 

        Figure 1.    Map of Campuses 
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more faculty on administrative and executive com-
mittees, recommitting to a shared governance model 
of decision making. For example, Tri-C enhanced the 
role of the Joint Faculty Senate (JFS) by reenergizing 
the President’s Council, composed of the President’s 
executive administrative leadership and the offi  cers of 
the JFS. All major student success initiatives are pre-
sented at this monthly meeting for faculty input and 
guidance prior to implementation. Th e College also 
has seven contractually mandated governance com-
mittees, made up of administrators, faculty, and staff , 
that cover areas such as curriculum and degree require-
ments, enrollment management, technology, planning 
and institutional eff ectiveness, human resources, gover-
nance, and campus safety. Each year, each committee is 
given a charge by the provost, and the committee meets 
throughout the academic year and issues a report on 
recommended changes in the above-enumerated areas. 

 Additionally, through discussions by the provost, 
president, and the College’s chapter of the American 
Association of University Professors, the College cre-
ated ways and incentives for individual faculty to 
become more active in College-wide projects that are 
directly tied to student success and completion. More 
opportunities for faculty to earn equated semester units 
(ESUs), the standard College-wide unit of measuring 
direct instructional time outside the classroom, have 
been created. Faculty can use ESUs to replace part of 
their contractual teaching load or receive extra pay. 
Over the years, faculty have earned ESUs from working 

on committees with administrators on topics such as 
the creation of academic pathways, prior learning 
assessments, and the creation of a yearlong College-
wide academic schedule. 

 Th is enhanced partnership has been the backbone of 
recent institutional initiatives. One of these is a newly 
created, robust, and nontraditional First Year Experience 
(FYE) for all new students. Previously consisting of only 
a mandatory orientation experience, the new experience 
consists of several linked, mandatory, in-person activ-
ities. An improved New Student Orientation introduces 
students to Tri-C policies, procedures, and resources. 
Additionally, students receive an individual counseling 
session, campus tour, and assistance with course selec-
tion and registration. New Student Convocation is a 
celebration of the start of students’ Tri-C journey and 
a formal introduction to the campus community. Stu-
dents learn about campus life and college expectations, 
and connect with campus resources, faculty, and other 
students in their programs. Th e First Year Success Sem-
inar (GEN 1803) is a one-credit course that develops 
lifelong learning skills and connects students to College 
resources. Course topics include time management, bud-
geting, study skills development, career exploration, and 
more. Students will also develop their academic plan. 

 In FYE’s second year of implementation, the term-
to-term retention rate and overall GPA for students 
completing the full experience is higher than for those 
students either not participating or not successfully 
completing the course (Figure  2 ).      

        Figure 2.    Fall to Spring Persistence Among Students Taking, Passing, and 

Not Taking GEN 1803 in Fall 2014 and Fall 2015 
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 Tri-C has also implemented a variety of initiatives 
in an eff ort to encourage completion among upper-
classmen—those who have accrued at least 30 college-
level credits. Program requirements and curricula have 
been updated to shorten time to completion, and the 
College encourages students to take the most direct 
path to completion by off ering priority registration. 
Tri-C off ers incentives for students who take 15 hours 
of coursework per semester and has introduced a tech-
nology solution for degree mapping, which helps to 
keep students on their academic pathways. Some of 
the most successful eff orts and results are highlighted 
below:

•    Completion Scholarships.  In the fall of 2014, nearly 
$80,000 was awarded to students who had com-
pleted 45 or more college credits, were registered 
for at least 9 credit hours, and had a minimum 
GPA of 2.5. Th e College had identifi ed this stu-
dent population as students who had high poten-
tial to graduate but may have encountered fi nancial 
diffi  culty during their last few semesters of College. 
Th e need for this type of fi nancial support in the 
last semesters of a student’s academic career has 
grown, and the College’s Foundation has been 
focused on highlighting the need for completion 
dollars. Students who meet the criteria are invited 
to apply for these scholarships. Early results have 
indicated that these funds have been well spent—
for instance, of 236 students who received com-
pletion scholarship dollars between fall 2012 and 
summer 2014, 96 percent have either graduated or 
are still enrolled. Th e College’s goal for 2017 is to 
raise and award close to $700,000 in completion 
scholarships. 

•   American Graduation Initiative (AGI).  With regard 
to President Obama’s call to increase the number 
of certificates and degrees granted by America’s 
community colleges by 2020, Tri-C is now well 
positioned to meet its share of that challenge 
by awarding 13,000 additional credentials over 
the next few years. As leadership works to deter-
mine yearly goals through 2020 to reach the Col-
lege’s target for the AGI, Tri-C has already been 
able to increase the number of certificates and 
degrees granted by an impressive margin, and the 

momentum is beginning to pay off . In 2014, the 
College surpassed the goal of 3,334 graduates by 
315, and surpassed the 2015 goal of 3,601 grad-
uates by more than 700, granting a total of 4,348 
degrees and certifi cates. In 2016, the College again 
exceeded the goal it set for awarding certifi cates 
and degrees by over 300 graduates. 

•   IPEDS.  Th e creation of new roles to support com-
pletion, in combination with intentional case 
management and proactive degree and certifi cate 
auditing and awarding, has helped the College 
improve its IPEDS graduation rate from 4.2% and 
4.4% in 2012 and 2013, respectively, to 5.2% in 
2014 and 9.1% for the cohort graduating in 2015.   

 Th e College chose a case management approach for 
the IPEDS cohort, focusing case managers on each 
individual student in each cohort. Case managers are 
able to put their arms around individual students in 
the cohort, and work with them on degree audits to 
fi nd paths to completion, as well as assist in connecting 
individual students to college and other resources for 
issues that may otherwise prevent a student from 
completing. Case managers have also helped identify 
IPEDS cohort members who have transferred from the 
College, and worked with them to transfer new credits 
to Tri-C so that they may be awarded a degree or cer-
tifi cate from this institution. Th is case management 
approach facilitates degree audits after each semester, 
works directly with Registrar’s Offi  ce staff  and coun-
selors to triage students and their academic progress, 
serves as a liaison between students and fi nancial aid 
to award completion scholarships when federal aid is 
exhausted, and provides information and support to 
campus success teams to organize outreach for students 
by campus. 

 For the cohort graduating in 2016, the College 
improved that graduation rate to 12.8%. Although the 
numbers remain relatively small, the size and structure 
of this large, multicampus system makes moving the 
dial on IPEDS graduation rates a signifi cant challenge. 
And based on this case management method of stu-
dent support, the College added two more retention 
specialists to work with specifi c student groups: stu-
dents of color, students from the Cleveland Municipal 
School District, and students in developmental math. 
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Student completion is, without a doubt, the College’s 
top priority—for the success of both students and the 
institution—and increasing the IPEDS graduation rate 
will continue to be a main focus. 

 Simply focusing on access was not benefi tting stu-
dents; the national community college movement 
has recognized that to truly serve students, they must 
complete their educational goals. As suggested in 
the American Association of Community Colleges 
(AACC) 21st Century Report and by national leaders 
at the forefront of the community college movement, 
Tri-C has reinvented and aligned institutional roles to 
meet new objectives and continue eff orts to redesign 
the student experience to assure student success. 

 Faculty participation in and endorsement of college-
wide leadership decisions was crucial to the process 
that led to the creation of these roles and programs. 
One of the innovative programs the College has used 
to move important student success initiatives forward 
is summer scale up teams. Th ese teams, composed of 
administration and faculty leaders, focus on projects 
that would otherwise make little to no progress over 
the summer semester, when many faculty are away 
from campus. This past year, faculty were a part of 
several important projects, such as the creation of a 
college-wide yearlong schedule, the process for award-
ing prior learning credit, and the defi nition of academic 
pathways, that continued to meet and work over the 
summer months. As a result, these faculty-led ini-
tiatives made significant progress over the summer 
months and were able to be implemented earlier than if 
work resumed in the fall. Additionally, working closely 
with the American Association of University Professors 
 ( AAUP) to provide faculty members with the ability to 
participate in and lead these projects outside of their 
regular teaching loads was crucial. 

 Faculty- and staff -led success teams at each campus 
and at the district administrative office are focused 
on improving student success and completion. The 
College has created intentional initiatives at scale to 
guide and support students. Dollars and staff have 
aligned with the necessary and intrusive work both 
on the ground and behind the scenes to support com-
pletion. For example, several years ago, the College 
identified $1 million in student success funding in 
each yearly budget. Th is fi nancial resource is spent on 

projects and purchases that directly impact students 
and their academic progress. Examples of student suc-
cess–funded projects include fi nancial support for a 
redesigned developmental math program, additional 
dollars to expand tutoring services and availability at 
the campuses, and fi nancial support for student mem-
bers of the Black American Council. 

 Other cross-functional teams, led by faculty and 
administrators alike, are now working on a new stu-
dent engagement model, “One Door, Many Options 
for Success,” which aims to reinvent the student experi-
ence by providing structured educational pathways and 
support to reduce the time to college completion and 
increase the number of students who obtain degrees, 
certifi cates, and other credentials. “One Door, Many 
Options for Success” means that regardless of where 
the student enters the institution, whether for credit or 
noncredit courses, for certifi cate or degree programs, 
and so on, we will serve students where they enter, and 
provide consistent and coordinated support and service 
necessary for success. Th is faculty-inspired program, 
from all disciplines across the College, is designed to be 
the umbrella under which individual initiatives are now 
created that are intended to change the way students 
enter the institution; the way support is leveraged and 
built around the student journey; and the way faculty, 
counselors, and support teams interact to help students 
succeed. Th e One Door project has allowed the College 
to create success initiatives and projects such as the 
First Year Experience; the One Record software system, 
which provides a single record in a single system for 
each student, allowing counselors, fi nancial aid admin-
istrators, faculty, and staff  to see a comprehensive stu-
dent record; and the implementation of DegreeWorks, 
a College-wide degree audit system. All of these pro-
jects are created and implemented to improve the 
student experience, and ultimately encourage greater 
persistence and completion. 

 Although Tri-C celebrates the progress made to date, 
the initial success is just a starting point. Th e College 
is keenly and completely focused on one goal: student 
success and completion. Administration, faculty, and 
staff are unified in confidence that this is the right 
path, and the direction is a positive one. With current 
momentum, the College is energized and excited to see 
where it leads.   
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