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Summary

Research can improve understanding 
of two-year colleges, but new detailed 
indicators are needed to capture the 
complexities of this changing sector.

“College” is more complex today than it was 
three decades ago. Two-year colleges used to 
be a small part of higher education, but now 
they enroll almost half of all entering college 
students. Research can improve understanding 
of two-year colleges, but new detailed indicators 
are needed to capture the complexities of this 
changing sector. This report identifies new com-
plexities and suggests new data needed from 
survey research on the following questions:

What are the unseen barriers in two-year •	
colleges?

What are the unseen college options?•	

What are the implications of new path-•	
ways through college?

What are the ways that college can im-•	
prove labor market outcomes?

The report identifies the kinds of information 
that research can obtain to answer these ques-
tions and how that information can be useful 
for understanding new college realities and 
improving college procedures and policies.

College programs and experiences have 
changed in radical ways that make many 
customary assumptions wrong. Adults 
who attended traditional four-year college 
programs—including most researchers and 
educators—may not understand the complexi-
ties of nontraditional programs that serve 
students who do not seek bachelor’s degrees 
or who do not meet traditional achievement 
requirements. Educators may give students 
poor advice and make poor education policy 
decisions, research may not improve educa-
tors’ understanding because of poorly worded 
or misleading items in surveys, and some 
outcomes may have different value than tradi-
tionally assumed. New measures are needed 
to make important distinctions and evaluate 
processes.

This report uses prior studies of two-year 
colleges and students to identify information, 
not often collected from national surveys, 
that researchers need to understand students’ 
two-year college experiences, and it outlines 
what information is not being obtained from 
current national surveys. Surveys need to col-
lect better information about new programs, 
new colleges, new degrees, noncredit courses, 
test scores alignment, and job placement. Also 
needed are new indicators of attainment (such 
as skill relevance and timely completion). 
Programs that are preparatory, exploratory, or 
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recreational in college and occupational pro-
grams need to be better understood, as do new 
patterns of college attendance (delayed entry 
and college moves). And amid all this, how 
students understand (or misunderstand) the 
college experience and its implications must 
also be examined.

Research needs to examine a great number of 
issues that are not being studied at all or in 
insufficient detail: college students who are 
several years away from taking college credit 
classes that count toward a degree, who do 
not understand noncredit classes, who choose 
classes that do not count toward their major, 
or who have unrealistic timetables. Research 
should also study the implications of new op-
tions and pathways: new kinds of colleges, new 
kinds of associate’s and bachelor’s degrees, de-
layed college entry and college mobility, ways 
colleges prepare students for the labor market, 
and ways colleges offer job placement services. 

Of course, this kind of information is not 
always readily available. Some students in 
college are not actually in college-level classes 
that satisfy degree requirements (students in 
remedial courses, for example), are not work-
ing toward a degree, are proceeding more 

slowly than assumed, and have less certain 
employment prospects than they expect. 
Researchers can and must endeavor to pro-
vide information that helps make the college 
experience more transparent and encourages 
policies toward that end.

Examining some of these issues requires in-
stitutional information, but that is often hard 
to gather and interpret. Student surveys can 
provide much of the data researchers need to 
begin examining these issues. Students tend to 
know which associate’s degree they are pursu-
ing, about how long it will take to obtain their 
degree, and whether they are proceeding on 
schedule. They can later report whether they 
have lost time in taking the wrong courses 
and whether they had enough information 
to choose the right courses. They can report 
whether their college offers job placement as-
sistance and whether they used it to find a job 
after graduation. They can also report whether 
their job uses the skills they learned in college 
and whether their coursework advances their 
career. These easily asked questions are a good 
starting point because they have important 
implications for education policy and practice. 
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