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Student Activism and
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education practitioners have talked about for a long time: students of color have been
granted access to an educational opportunity that was not as advertised, and the result
is not good enough.
Responding effectively to this call for transformation requires broad recognition among
practitioners at every level that inequities are real, that practitioners are key to change,
and that working with student-level data is key to decision-making.
Prior to tackling the challenge of training practitioners who can effectively use evidence
for student beneﬁt, many institutions must overcome obstacles in current systems to
access meaningful, disaggregated data on completion and student success.
There is often a lack of meaningful incorporation of student voices and student activism
into change processes. The introduction of students’ authentic experiences around race
or class on campus could strengthen the credibility, appeal, and potential effectiveness of
reform efforts.
Innovations meant to transform climate or outcomes for students of color must be
brought to scale and tell the story of seeking racial equity.
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O

n college campuses across the United States
(Jaschik, 2015; Ransby, 2015; Wong &
Green, 2016), student activists are expressing
concern and even outrage in response to racial
discrimination, hate- or bias-driven incidents,
or hostile campus climates. The newest student movement
appears to be amplifying what some higher education practitioners have talked about for a long time: students of color
have been granted access to an educational opportunity that
was not as advertised, and the result is not good enough.
As the movement continues, student activists appear to
be formulating a clearer vision and a better sense of useful
demands within the institutional power dynamic (Johnston,
2015), looking for a voice in spaces that have real potential
for change. The current student movement leaves many
wondering: Can we catch this spark? And if so, how can the
voices of student activists galvanize efforts to make lasting
change?
For many years the topic of equity across race, class,
gender, ability, sexual orientation, and other identity lines,
sometimes referred to more vaguely as “diversity,” focused
on change simply in terms of access to higher education.
The resulting “college for all” messaging has succeeded
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by making the choice to access and enroll in some form of
college the assumed course for most students. Although
access to college is not yet equal across race and class identities, 86 percent of high school graduates attend a college
or university within eight years of completing high school
(Rosenbaum & Rosenbaum, 2015).
This shift in landscape represents an undeniable success,
but in practice and policy, the conversation largely stops at
the point of access. As Cox (2016) notes, the “17 percentage
point difference in bachelor degree attainment rates of White
students and Black students in 2012 is essentially the same as
the White-Black gap in 1990. [In fact, o]ver the same period,
the difference in bachelor degree attainment rates between
White students and Latino students increased, from 18%
in 1990 to 25% in 2012 (NCES, 2013b, p. 10)” (p. 2). For
many of today’s students, frustrations with these persistent
outcomes gaps and related campus climate concerns have
converged with larger movements like Black Lives Matter,
creating opportunities to speak out against the policies, practices, and culture of their own institutions (Ransby, 2015).
This surge in student activism converges with emerging
scholarship that applies critical theory to deconstruct persistent inequities. For example, Dowd and Bensimon’s (2015)
Engaging the Race Question: Accountability and Equity in
U.S. Higher Education, argues that assessment, implementation, and accountability mechanisms in higher education can
bring a critical lens to counter bias and injustice or in the
words of Martínez-Alemán (2016) to “untangle the messy
and knotted racism situated in our practices, which are continuously calcified by inattention or uncritical benevolence”
(p. 147).
Others are shining the spotlight on race, class, identity,
and equity as well. As more attention has been placed on
college completion under the Obama administration, without
moving the needle on completion results for some underserved students, government officials, professional organizations, and philanthropic foundations are speaking more
openly and forcefully about the need to address inequities
in student outcomes. More attention from leaders may mean
more attention is placed on empowering students of color to
be heard to improve campus life and enhance college outcomes. However, these developments are slow in coming,
and we have far fewer models than we need to tackle this
historic problem.
It would seem this is an important moment to assess and
be inspired by how the identities and expectations of historically underserved students intersect with the college experience and outcomes. This is the goal that we at the Pathways
to Results (PTR) Initiative have begun to pursue as part of a
statewide equity- and outcomes-driven developmental evaluation initiative.
There have been individual pathway improvements that
have resulted from PTR projects. Equally important, PTR
has built awareness of assets that undeserved students bring
with them to college, dispelling myths that allow deficit
thinking to persist; documented the achievement of equitable
outcomes across student populations; and created capacity
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within community colleges and with their partners to promote evidence-based inquiry and decision-making.
The greatest challenge for PTR involves guiding practitioners to understand the ways program and institutional
practices contribute to student inequities. It is difficult for
practitioners to learn that everyday practices that shape their
professional work life may produce inequities. Finding data
that tell a valid and reliable story of how practices impact
students’ experiences and outcomes is very challenging, and
the PTR initiative, alongside practitioner teams, continues
to experiment in gathering and using data in ways that transform the higher education environment.

The History and Methodology of Pathways to
Results

In 2009, the Illinois Community College Board (ICCB)
partnered with the Office of Community College Research
and Leadership (OCCRL) at the University of Illinois at
Urbana-Champaign to develop, pilot, and scale an equityfocused pathway-improvement methodology that seeks to
address gaps in educational outcomes for secondary and
postsecondary students in Illinois. Now in its seventh year,
nearly all of the 48 community colleges in Illinois have
received grants from the ICCB to implement PTR projects
that range from increasing access to college by diverse learners, to improving college and career readiness, to addressing
barriers to college retention and completion. Using the PTR
methodology, teams led by community college personnel
and a wide range of stakeholder groups combine efforts to
ensure “pathways to results” are a reality for all students.
The genesis for PTR emerged from a long and deep portfolio of research and development conducted by OCCRL
researchers, including studies of state and local implementation of academic and career pathway policies, programs,
and practices. This work included national research on
programs associated with career-technical education (CTE)
(Bragg, 2001; Bragg, 2012), as well as state policies on academic pathways for youth and adults (dual credit, Advanced
Placement [AP], bridge programs, etc.) funded by Lumina
(Bragg & Barnett, 2006). These efforts (as well as others)
positioned OCCRL researchers to understand and also contribute to new thinking on pathways throughout the state of
Illinois, which led to Pathways to Results.
Also crucial to the development of PTR was a summer
institute that OCCRL researchers and partners attended in
2009 with leaders of the Center for Urban Education (CUE)
that deepened the possibilities for Pathways to Results
(PTR) to address equity and outcomes gaps for underserved
student groups. The institute provided insights into methods
and tools, such as the Equity Scorecard that can be used to
empower practitioners to address structural and systemic
inequities. Two years of planning and piloting with 20 community colleges in the state of Illinois, plus further evolution
with 46 of the 48 Illinois community colleges, led to the creation of the PTR methodology we know now.
Using the PTR methodology and tools we continue to
strive to contribute affirmatively to the promising rise in
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What is Pathways to Results?
The PTR methodology emphasizes a series of applied
methods and processes that enable practitioners to: 1)
engage and gain the commitment of other practitioners
and partners, 2) assess equity and outcomes for
student sub-groups, 3) undertake process and practice
assessment, 4) plan for process improvement and
developmental evaluation, and 5) critically review and
reflect on recommended and deployed intervention.
attention to race and equity issues by policy, research, and
grantmaking groups and the impassioned messaging coming
from activists about the experiences of students of color.

Framing the Challenges

As we reflect on six-years’ worth of Pathways to Results
(PTR), we are gratified that our work has raised the profile
of issues of equity and outcomes on community college
campuses throughout the state and in other institutions that
have implemented PTR across the country. At the same time
we are also struck by challenges that persist and that we
continue to try to address to better serve and engage this new
generation of students. These challenges also seem to resonate with the strategies necessary to respond systemically to
the critiques of today’s student activists.
Challenge 1: Recognizing that inequities are real and
that practitioners are key to change. This requires
practitioners who are equity-minded, committed to evidence-based change at the ground level, and positioned
to influence institutional and system policy through
partnership and personal or professional advocacy.
Challenge 2: Accessing meaningful and useful data.
Prior to tackling the challenge of training practitioners
who can effectively use evidence for student benefit,
we must also be able to access meaningful, disaggregated data on completion and student success in current systems.
Challenge 3: Creating a connection between practitioner decisions and students’ authentic experiences. There is often a lack of meaningful incorporation of student voices and student activism into our
own change processes. We both miss out on students’
authentic experiences around race or class on campus—which weakens the credibility, appeal, and
potential effectiveness of our efforts—and we also fail
to build connections between students and institutional
efforts to solve real problems that affect them on a
daily basis.
Challenge 4: Moving innovations for equity from
pilot to scale. Innovations or changes meant to transform climate or outcomes for entire subgroups may be
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PTR Methodology

Engagement and Commitment builds on the belief that student success is facilitated through a broad-based, stakeholder
approach. As such, PTR begins with the formation of coalition of practitioners, including community college and other
educators (e.g., kindergarten through grade 12 (K-12), adult, university), as well as students, employers, community
leaders, and other stakeholders who use data to identify pathways that may need to be improved.
Equity and Outcomes Assessment dives into the pathways with disaggregated student data to examine inequities
in student outcomes, including using data to help identify institutional, curricular and other systemic barriers that are
contributing to student performance problems. This phase of the process requires open-mindedness and is characterized
by the introduction and encouragement of practitioners to be equity-minded (see Dowd & Bensimon, 2014). It should
also be noted that equity and outcomes assessment just as readily can spotlight pathways where student sub-groups are
excelling, helping practitioners to document practices that contribute to student success.
Process and Practice Assessment allows PTR teams to investigate and document how practices and processes contribute
to pathway performance, for both students and the overall programs, in order to determine how and why students fall
short. Mapping how processes and practices work may point to gaps and inadequacies that disadvantage student groups.
Program Improvement and Developmental Evaluation are linked to implement, continuously evaluate, and improve
pathways that produce equitable outcomes for all student groups. Implementation is typically familiar to practitioners, but
what is different with PTR implementation is that the decisions that practitioners make about implementation are linked
to data such that evidence-based decision-making is consistently employed.
Review and Reflection uses double loop learning (Argyris, 1993) and storytelling as a means of engaging practitioners in
reflecting on what they are doing to improve pathways and create more equitable outcomes. Stories engender discussion
among practitioners about how student groups are performing and about what they are learning to bring positive change.
Safe space is created to help practitioners “imagine new perspectives and new worlds” (Denning, 2000, p. xvii) to replace
biases and stereotypes that may have contributed to inequities.
tested as a pilot, but to genuinely change the student
experience, they must be brought to scale and the story
of their commitment to racial equity must be told.
Challenge 1: Recognizing that Inequities are Real and
that Practitioners are Key to Change
Higher education in the United States is highly and
increasingly stratified. The most elite colleges serve the
most affluent of students, and the remaining higher education institutions are largely open to college-goers—including
those who are racially and ethnically diverse, low income, or
marginally prepared for postsecondary studies. Open access
colleges such as public community colleges are the most
poorly financed, the most willing to enroll the least able to
pay, and also the most accessible to students least prepared
to benefit from college.
www.changemag.org

Practitioners involved in PTR learn
that improvements that bring
about equitable outcomes for
all students depend on the use
of sound methodologies that
evaluate changes all along the
way so that qualitative and
quantitative data reflect new
understandings.
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Responding to this Challenge in PTR
Over the past several years, practitioners have offered many ways in which to maintain the focus on critical reflection.
As one leader shared as part of a PTR reflection activity, “closing gaps has become central to how we understand
improvement” (McCambly & Graham, 2015, p. 6). Reaching this understanding took significant engagement not just
among a few leaders, but broader partnership comprised of students; secondary institutions; business, industry, and
community leaders; and transfer partners. Three recommendations emerged that are particularly important in this context
and that also highlight the importance of partnerships.
1) C
 hange How Pathways Problems are Understood. The perpetuation of deficit-thinking results in minimal change.
Using quantitative data on student enrollment and outcomes combined with qualitative data gathered from
partners and students concerning the students’ lived experiences in college, practitioners are able to understand in
new ways their assumptions about and preoccupation with students’ limitations rather than their strengths.
2) I ncrease Partnership Engagement. Highly engaged teams that reflect the diversity of the education and
workforce are more productive at surfacing inequities and finding transformative solutions. The development of
a shared culture committed to equitable outcomes among team members is critical to addressing gaps in results.
Well-structured team meetings maximize team member engagement and often result in the deep engagement of
critical partners.
3) S
 upport for Implementation and Sustainability. Effective PTR teams structure the work in a way that supports
the testing of solutions that move beyond planning to long-term implementation and sustainability. Some teams
starting the PTR initiative are well-positioned to meet this goal, but most benefit from direct engagement with
coaches and critical feedback on implementation. Strategically engaging teams in these processes ensures that
PTR team members are actively using double loop learning to progress toward higher levels of student success
for all learners.
As one practitioner put it, “PTR’s greatest impact has been in the way it has repeatedly convened individuals from across
the institution with a common connection to a program of study, to identify ways that they have been working parallel
to or even against each other without intersecting their goals for student success. This process has created a community
amongst learners and leaders, and has tightened our campus community together around a common vision for student
success” (McCambly & Graham, 2015, p. 6).
Given this, is it any wonder students see and experience
inequities in college? The structural inequities that undergird
the system are bound to be felt by many, so we should not
be surprised that students of color and low income students
are rising up to claim their circumstances are unfair and that
their experiences are not comparable to other students.
Many higher education practitioners, busy doing the work
of teaching, research, and service, may not often engage in
critical reflection about the experiences of diverse learners
who attend their colleges and universities. The expectation
is that students will become oriented, adjust, accommodate,
and assimilate, and too few practitioners think deeply about
the ways different groups of students experience college
or the individual, racial/ethnic, cultural, religious, familial,
sexual and other identities that influence what is gained from
the college experience.
This is not to say that practitioners are not thoughtful but
to recognize that critical reflection on practice—what Argyris
(1993) called double loop learning—is not intuitive. More
systematic reflection is needed to ensure that inequities in the
college experience are addressed, examined, and rectified. By
this, we mean reflection that causes one to question, to make
critical insights, to speculate and test out solutions, and to
make changes that yield tangible benefits. Practitioners offer
some ways in which this can be reinforced.
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In addition to critical reflection, practitioners involved
in PTR learn that improvements that bring about equitable
outcomes for all students depend on the use of sound methodologies that evaluate changes all along the way so that
qualitative and quantitative data reflect new understandings.
This latter approach represents the importance of developmental evaluation (Patton, 2011) becoming a mainstay of
ongoing practice to ensure that whatever changes are made
are done in the most thoughtful, self-critical, and impactful
way. Drawing upon the work of Mertens (2007, 2013), use
of transformative evaluation pushes practitioners even farther to consider the ways in which students themselves can
be part of the solution-building process.
Challenge 2: Accessing Meaningful and Useful Data
The availability and use of data in higher education is
expanding rapidly, often driven by efforts like performancebased funding (Hillman, Tandberg & Gross, 2014; Hillman,
Tandberg & Fryar, 2015), rating systems (Kelchen, 2014),
and as part of the completion agenda (Harmon & Cielinski,
2014). Similarly, state-level data systems furnish information for state and federal reporting (e.g. IPEDs), and to
meet grant requirements and for national initiatives (e.g.
Complete College America). These data systems have historically been enrollment focused. Only recently, since 2009,
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when President Obama (and others) called upon the nation
to once again lead the world in graduates (Obama, 2009),
did states really begin to shift their focus more toward completion metrics, alongside access and enrollment.
Ironically, the broader context of this shift to a completion agenda could have potentially negative consequences,
including increasing rather than reducing the achievement
gap. The focus on ramping up enrollments without consideration of the educational needs of first-generation college
students may reproduce low retention and completion rates
of the past (Rhodes, 2012). Knowing the extent to which
changes in policy and practice impact student success is critical, including disaggregating data based upon race, class,
and identity—i.e., equity considerations.
When used effectively, data can help to tell the story of
how student access and completion are improving. We need
not relax standards or tighten restrictions to produce results
that appear to meet state, institutional, and national completion goals. Qualitative data can be used to humanize the
very real problems being championed by student activists.
Indeed, the type of reflective practice championed by PTR,
that takes into account diverse voices and experiences that
are dependent on the availability of high-quality, disaggregated data, is essential.
Recognizing the potential merits of increased data utilization on all levels, the more finely grained analysis that disaggregated data allows can be challenging at the state level.

In some instances, state higher education data systems that
were established decades ago have focused too narrowly on
enrollment, as already mentioned. Developing, implementing, and establishing state agency data system capacity,
processes, and controls is an enormous task that can take a
significant amount of time and money. However, given the
high-stakes nature of accountability, it is critical that highquality data systems be implemented through the states.
This recommendation is complicated by the myth that
states have one monolithic data system that can magically
produce answers to any question. There are typically multiple state-level actors collecting data on the education and
employment outcomes that one needs to understand to be
able to assess how well pathways are operating in the state,
which is certainly the case in Illinois. While one agency data
system may be mature, other data systems are only beginning
to be implemented, leaving policy leaders and practitioners
with the daunting task of figuring out how to connect systems
to produce data that can tell a coherent story.
Finally, ensuring robust protections for individual privacy
and compliance with all state and federal laws is the highest priority of state agency data systems and a critical aspect
to the integrity of any methodology such as PTR. Allowing
access to student unit record data is limited to entities that
are specifically authorized by state and federal privacy protection laws. Privacy issues further complicate the ability to
access high quality disaggregated data at the state level.

Responding to this Challenge in PTR
Illinois’ Pathways to Results stands out among various data-driven initiatives as both maintaining an explicit focus
on access and completion, and focusing directly on disaggregated data to make equity-driven decisions. It explicitly
examines equity considerations across a wide range of programs of study offered by Illinois’ community colleges.
PTR’s focus on disaggregated data addresses both program level and institutional level, often policy-oriented, challenges.
As work on state-level data systems continues to evolve, community colleges are adjusting to a changing environment
and the state is positioned to move forward on an equity agenda. It can both empower practitioners and establishes
priorities through enhanced partnerships with P-20 education and with employers and community groups.
To this end, the ICCB has awarded small grants to multiple colleges (up to 20 colleges in some years) since 2009 to
fund PTR projects. The funding amounts are high enough to incentivize change through subgroup data analysis, but
low enough to ensure that institutions invest their own resources in ways that accomplish the immediate goal and build
capacity for the future. To receive state funds, colleges must demonstrate their commitment to an equity focus, though
PTR coaches often help them further define and refine this goal.
For example, Harry S. Truman College, one of the City Colleges of Chicago examined a career-technical education
program by disaggregating data on race, age and gender. By using data to examine retention and completion rates by
course and program, and by examining college placement test scores, the team discovered that African American and
Hispanic students exhibited lower completion rates, with males being significantly underrepresented. To address this
concern, the team sought to understand the lower success rates of male students, to identify curricular innovations
that hold promise for better reflecting the needs of students, and to identify services to engage underprepared learners.
Meeting the needs of male students became the focus of Truman’s team, enabling members to investigate literacy needs,
revise curricula, and address other academic preparation. The team’s recommendations to add a part-time clinician to
the Critical Reading Center, focused on the CTE program; to offer faculty workshops aimed at identifying students
struggling with assigned texts; and to require students to be evaluated for reading needs when they enroll in the program
have already been partially or fully executed (Office of Community College Research and Leadership, 2015).
www.changemag.org
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Despite these data complexities, states such as Illinois are
taking steps to address issues around underserved populations. For example, many states are participating in a variety
of voluntary data initiatives that focus on access as well as
student success and completion and that are aimed at scaling these systems across states (Engle, 2016). Similarly,
the recent formation and development of the Illinois
Longitudinal Data System (ILDS) should allow access to
more meaningful data through unit record linkage across
participating agencies.
The reality is that nuanced, local-level data is needed to
most effectively impact equity issues on campus. Though
state-level data systems are often able to meet research
needs, they simply do not deal as directly with inequity
as would be possible if working with local disaggregated
data to address program-specific issues. This type of work
requires engaged practitioners with both the skill and the
will to access, utilize, and analyze data, including data generated on their own practice. In doing so they can identify
inhospitable experiences and resolve inequitable outcomes
across diverse student identities. Community college leaders who have participated in PTR have stated time and
again that developing this aspect of their practice was transformative, but it was not intuitive or easily accomplished
(McCambly & Graham, 2015).
Challenge 3: Creating a Connection Between our
Decisions and Students’ Authentic Experiences
Although state and local outcomes data tell an important story about student achievement and campus climate,
this story isn’t complete. Observing PTR in action has
highlighted the critical need for better documenting student stories underlying quantifiable gaps in outcomes to
understand the problem and design solutions. What could
change if, as leaders and researchers, we authentically
understood and built from the experiences of marginalized
students? Moreover, what could change if these students
were involved in campus dialogues and initiatives that spoke
clearly about the intent of their programming in the context
of race, class, or other central facets of identity?
By introducing more robust efforts to capture students’
authentic experiences around race or class on campus, it may
be possible to better understand the negative effects of relying on assumptions derived from traditional student choices

What could change if, as leaders
and researchers, we authentically
understood and built from the
experiences of marginalized
students?
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and pathways (Cox, 2016). Such an approach would recognize that students’ identities are at the center of educational
processes that occur in the classroom and in extracurricular
contexts (Hurtado, Alvarez, Guillermo-Wann, Cuellar, &
Arellano, 2012). As such, pedagogy, curriculum, and co-curricular environments should respond to students’ identities,
particularly racial identities. When our language and designs
only refer to serving all students or disadvantaged students,
many student activists do not see themselves in these
commitments.
For many reasons, there is often an instinct is to move language about race to the margins of change initiatives, despite
the central role of race in forming the perceptions and actual
experiences of the students of color that we serve (Hurtado,
Alvarado, & Guillermo-Wann, 2015). The salience of race to
educational experiences—present for students of color and
less so for White students, or White researchers and educators—is just one example of how assuming that all student
needs can be addressed in the same way contributes to the
gap between students’ perceptions of campus climate and
institutional efforts related to equity and outcomes.
Transformative learning among students requires identifying the salience of race to students’ experiences. As Tania
Mitchell (2015) observes,
self-awareness and understanding others [is] important
to leadership and to the ability to take an active role in
one’s communities. It is essential to understand who you
are and how your life experiences may differ from those
of others, especially in order to move toward considering instances of injustice as structural and systemic
rather than individual matters… It requires understanding that multiple, varied, and diverse approaches, policies, and treatments that both recognize and appreciate
difference may be necessary in order for all people to
feel able to actualize their full potential (17).
Applying this advice to administrators and educators,
we must ask ourselves: How can we develop an authentic
understanding of the systemic injustices experienced by
our students? How do we recognize that many students of
color experience their educational environment from a very
different but very real racial perspective than their White
counterparts?
It can be too easy to accept as natural or inevitable the
inequitable student outcomes or reports of dissatisfaction in
the context of race on campus. A transformative approach
to institutional change demands a methodology driven by
socially just goals and self-critique through meaningful
engagement with student experiences. This approach holds
the promise not only to raise awareness of our many good
efforts in higher education, but also to transform those
efforts to better reflect the centrality of race to the student
experience and to create agency within our higher education communities. To serve the communities of students of
color experiencing marginalization and isolation as a result
Change • May/June 2016

Responding to this Challenge in PTR
After several years of supporting PTR projects, a group of leadership institutions began to emerge—colleges that
have elected to lead PTR projects to examine pathways and equity issues over years as part of their program review or
continuous improvement efforts. A few of these leadership institutions began to supplement the largely quantitatively
driven methodology with qualitative data from their own students. By involving students, PTR interventions not only
gain credibility and validity, but they enable students to see themselves as active agents of change. As a result, new
solutions and deeper reflections on the nature of pathway problems emerge, including new insights into the lived
experiences of racially and ethnically diverse students. Early promising developments with the engagement of students
led our OCCRL team to supplement PTR with additional mixed-methods approaches involving student narratives to
strengthen efforts for transformation.
As a result, we are exploring how the notion of transformative evaluation may provide a flexible, fresh, and social-justice
oriented approach to bridging this divide. Transformative mixed-methods research and evaluation is a collection of tactics
that may be applied to traditional evaluation as well as to participatory action research. It intentionally aims to “serve
the needs of those who have traditionally been excluded from positions of power in the research world [and recognize
that power is an important determinant of which reality will be privileged” (Mertens, 2007, p. 217) through systematic
gathering, in this case, of perspectives of students of color.
Transformative evaluation is set apart from other methodologies in the way it disturbs power dynamics through the
“involvement of intended beneficiaries [which] provides an empowerment opportunity that is missing in an evaluation
that only involves key decision makers” (Harnar, 2012, p. 151). In a study seeking to differentiate general participatory
research from transformative participatory research, Harnar (2012) noted several variables unique to the latter including:
ensuring representation of diverse perspectives by including concerns, values, and interests of stakeholders; engaging
intended program beneficiaries in meaningful participation; increasing participants’ capacity for self-critique; working
to build trust by developing working relationships with a broad range of stakeholders; applying multiple methods as
appropriate to the evaluation context. Transformative evaluation is about more than gathering data; it’s about building a
community of change agents.

of race, we have to be urgently inclusive of their participation in our efforts and their perception of these practices as
salient to their needs.
Challenge 4: Moving Innovations for Equity from Pilot
to Scale
Working with dozens of PTR teams to successfully
navigate a practitioner-led assessment of student outcomes
has led to many exciting, practical, and transformative local
discoveries. Often, once equity-minded capacity for working with data is built locally, the trouble is not with assessing whether achievement gaps persist within educational
pathways, but rather with identifying and bringing effective
solutions to scale programmatically and institutionally.
Campus change agents often speak of “initiative fatigue,”
i.e., feeling overwhelmed with and uninformed about all the
projects they are undertaking with seemingly similar goals.
The proliferation of projects with mixed results, including
projects that fail to move from a pilot to a permanent and
systemic solution, can dampen practitioner motivation and
institutional commitments to bring about change.
Changes meant to transform college climate or student
outcomes for entire subgroups may be initiated and evaluated as a pilot program, but to genuinely change the student
experience, institutions and community partnerships must
bring these innovations to scale. Part of this process involves
www.changemag.org

finding meaningful ways to tell the story of their purpose,
evolution, and impact (Bragg et al., 2015). In the case of initiatives meant to improve climate or outcomes for students
of color, these stories must also clearly communicate about
how the innovation was informed by the student experience,
how it is sensitive to student agency, and how it represents a
commitment to racial equity.
The obstacles that slow momentum for PTR teams as
they transition from identifying a locally informed problem
to implementing a solution suggests the need for an accessible framework for building practitioners’ strategic capacity
to implement and scale solutions. Just as this partnership
between OCCRL and the ICCB set out to improve capacity
for data-driven decision-making at the local level, there are
certain principles for planning, executing, and evaluating a
scaled project that practitioners need to apply in order to put
their local data to work and to share their innovations across
their educational program and beyond their partnership. A
set of such principles were researched as part of the Transformative Change Initiative (TCI) effort focused on scaling
equity-driven innovations (Bragg et al., 2015).
As scaling is achieved and evaluated, it is critical that
leaders also think of storytelling as a mechanism for sustaining and disseminating successful innovations. This is
particularly true in the context of reducing racial inequity.
Stories of institutional weaknesses, as well as new initiatives
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Responding to this Challenge in PTR
In our improvement efforts in the PTR initiative, a clear theme emerged in interviews with leaders of leading PTR
partnerships: teams need additional, structured support to better select, implement, scale, and disseminate evidence-based
solutions in response to their local data-driven analysis of equity gaps (McCambly & Graham, 2015). Our response
to this finding was to create Pathways to Results Year Two: Implementation Communities, a project that supports the
expansion of the most promising projects to close achievement gaps from year-one funding and to disseminate results in
a way that will accelerate efforts within the partnership and with other institutions.
In its first pilot year, this project’s theory of change is based on three related frameworks: design thinking, scaling, and
networked communities. PTR teams start their projects by recommitting to a strong partnership of pathway stakeholders,
led by but not limited to the community college. This is achieved in part through participation in on-site design labs that
provide opportunities for team members to explore and make changes to proposed solutions. Teams engage in processand solution-mapping, student-centered logic modeling, and other exploration of systemic conditions and problem
solving. Second, the implementation communities rely on a definition of transformative change—raising the individual,
organizational, and system performance of community colleges to unprecedented levels without sacrificing their historic
commitment to access and equity. Using guiding principles for scaling borrowed from the Transformative Change
Initiative (TCI) provides a foundation for these implementation communities to understand scaling and for PTR coaches
to build capacity for scaling. Finally, this project is structured to resemble a Networked Improvement Community, i.e., a
voluntary but committed network of institutions and partnerships that is dedicated to solve big problems (Bryk, Gomez,
& Grunow, 2011).
This approach to supporting implementation and scaling is showing promising signs of deepening engagement with
and impacting equity and enhancing implementation. Even at this early stage, each of the five selected PTR teams has
successfully enriched their project by: 1) making strategic plans to scale successful interventions, 2) placing even more
weight on equity concerns through careful mapping and evaluation planning, and 3) identifying other funding streams
that will allow for the proposed interventions to be sustained as a permanent part of pathway, if successful.

and interventions must be told candidly. These stories draw
attention to real changes in student experience, perceptions,
and outcomes around issues of race. Moreover, these stories
must be told by diverse leaders, students, and communities
in order to reach students looking for connections between
institutional efforts and their own racialized experiences.

Conclusion

As this dialogue about equity increases across higher education, we would be well served to remember that changing
practice and reforming policy inevitably involves shifting
something (Stone, 2002). That “something,” as we see it, requires focusing attention on equity at a time when other concerns appear more important (e.g. declining higher education
state support). Of course, the distribution of “something”
like focus and attention usually has more explicit, often
financial implications. The distribution of scarce resources is
always a political fight all its own.
However, this makes focusing on local disaggregation of
data more, rather than less, important for two reasons. First,
local colleges are more often left to fend from themselves
in the current fiscal environment. They must be savvy in the
pursuit of funding and resources and rely less on state leadership (and state monies) to help them meet the mandates
of their mission as well as those of the most recent wave
of student activism. Second, given diminishing resources,
local colleges and their partners are being forced to make
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hard decisions about programs. A better understanding of
who they do and don’t serve becomes even more critical as
resources continue to dwindle.
Administrative, curricular, and symbolic changes often have to be made on campus, drawing on the input of a
large number of stakeholders who can enhance the focus on
results. Of the many stakeholders, campuses are definitely
influenced by state actors, particularly as activists appeal to

In the case of initiatives meant to
improve climate or outcomes for
students of color, these stories
must also clearly communicate
how the innovation was informed
by the student experience, how
it is sensitive to student agency,
and how it represents a
commitment to racial equity.
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their legislators, governing bodies, and locally elected officials. In the context of transformative evaluation, states are,
though often overlooked, perhaps best positioned to enable
this conversation about equity.
This has been the approach the ICCB has taken in
regards to PTR. Through PTR, the ICCB has incentivized
practitioner conversations that reflect equity considerations
in the context of multiple program and practice activities.
Working together, practitioners and researchers have been
free to exercise their collective methods and judgments in
safe spaces outside today’s polarized political debates in
higher education. Instead, PTR teams are encouraged to not
only examine thorny equity questions but to solve some of
those questions.
The PTR process uncovers issues explored by the colleges and their partners; solutions are more easily developed as their competence in analyzing data and improving
programs and practices increases. Partly, this is a reflection
of the strong partnership developed between ICCB and
OCCRL, and partly this is a reflection of the state’s need to
tackle the college completion agenda. The ICCB recognizes

that the completion agenda will have more meaning and
success if it incorporates a serious focus on equity across
race, class, gender, ability, sexual orientation, and other
identity lines. While some focus on basic metrics is necessary, college completion agendas that do not consider the
ways these metrics may perpetuate systemic bias against
those students who are now demanding change are headed
for trouble.
The ways in which institutions can actively engage their
constituents rests not only on listening to their concerns but
also in acting—through the four challenges presented here—
to find solutions that bring about more equitable results for
all student groups. Through the influence and advocacy of
practitioners, the focus on disaggregated data, and giving
students voice and purpose, the PTR process helps community college practitioners and partners implement changes
that are required to transform higher education. As any good
PTR team member would do reflecting on lessons learned,
we conclude that pathways can be improved and institutional
practices can be transformed when we listen to and learn
from all of our students. C

References
n Bragg, D. (Ed.). (2001). The new vocationalism in American community colleges. In New Directions for
Community Colleges, 115 (pp. 5-16). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass Publishers.
n Bragg, D., & Barnett E. (Eds.). (2006). Academic pathways to and from the community college. In New Directions
for Community Colleges (pp. 101-108). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass Publishers.
n Bragg, D. (2012). Career and technical education. In J. Levin & S. Kater (Eds.), Understanding community colleges (pp. 187-202). London, England: Routledge/Taylor Francis.
n Bragg, D. D., Kirby, C., Witt, M. A., Richie, D., Mix, S., Feldbaum, M., Liu, S., & Mason, M. (2014, February).
Transformative change initiative. Champaign, IL: Office of Community College Research and Leadership, University
of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. Retrieved from http://occrl.illinois.edu/docs/librariesprovider4/tci/2014-tci-booklet.
pdf?sfvrsn=4
n Bryk, A. S., Gomez, L., & Grunow, A. (2011). Getting Ideas into action: Building networked improvement communities in education. Carnegie Foundation. Retrieved from http://www.carnegiefoundation.org/resources/publications/
getting-ideas-action-building-networked-improvement-communities-education/
n Cox, R. D. (2016). Complicating conditions: Obstacles and interruptions to low-income students’ college “choices.” The Journal of Higher Education, 87(1), 1–26.
n Dowd, A. C., & Bensimon, E. M. (2015). Engaging the “race question”: Accountability and equity in U.S. higher
education. New York, NY: Teachers College Press.
n Engle, J. (2016). Answering the call: Institutions and state lead the way toward better measures of postsecondary
performance. Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation.
n Harmon, T., & Cielinski, A., (2014). Transparency and accountability: Implementing a postsecondary institution
rating system that empowers students while avoiding unintended consequences. Center for Postsecondary And Economic Success, Center for Law and Social Policy.
n Harnar, M. A. (2012). Theory building through praxis discourse: A theory- and practice-informed model of transformative participatory evaluation (doctoral dissertation). Retrieved from The Claremont Graduate University, ProQuest Dissertations Publishing.
www.changemag.org

45

References
n Hillman, N., Tandberg, D. A., & Fryar, A. (2015). Evaluating the impacts of ‘new’ performance funding in higher education. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 37(4), 501–519. doi: http://dx.doi.
org/10.3102/0162373714560224
n Hillman, N. W., Tandberg, D. A., & Gross, J. P. K. (2014). Performance funding in higher education: Do financial incentives impact college completions? The Journal of Higher Education, 85(6), 826-857. doi: http://dx.doi.
org/10.1353/jhe.2014.0031
n Hurtado, S., Alvarado, A. R., & Guillermo-Wann, C. (2015). Thinking About race: The salience of racial identity at
two- and four-year colleges and the climate for diversity. The Journal of Higher Education, 86(1), 127–155. http://doi.
org/10.1353/jhe.2015.0000
n Jaschik, S. (2015, November 16). Experts consider what the protests over racial tensions mean. Inside Higher Ed.
Retrieved from https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2015/11/16/experts-consider-what-protests-over-racial-tensionsmean
n Kelchen, R. (2014). Federal college ratings: A primer and potential implications. Journal Of College Admission,
(225), 12–15.
n Martínez-Alemán, A. M. (2016). Review of the book Engaging the “race question”: Accountability and equity in
U.S. higher education by Alicia A. Dowd & Estela Mara Bensimon. The Journal of Higher Education, 87(1), 147–149.
http://doi.org/10.1353/jhe.2016.0004
n McCambly, H., & Graham, E. (2015). Pathways to results: Five teams, five experiences in the spotlight. Champaign, IL: Office of Community College Research and Leadership. Retrieved from http://occrl.illinois.edu/files/Projects/ptr/PTR_Five%20Teams%20in%20the%20Spotlight.pdf
n Mertens, D. M. (2007). Transformative paradigm: Mixed methods and social justice. Journal of Mixed Methods
Research, 1(3), 212–225.
n Mertens, D. M. (2013). What does a transformative lens bring to credible evidence in mixed methods evaluations?
New Directions for Evaluation, 2013(138), 27–35.
n Mitchell, T. D. (2015). Identity and social action: The role of self-examination in systemic change. Diversity &
Democracy, 18(4), 15–17. Retrieved from https://www.aacu.org/diversitydemocracy/2015/fall/mitchell
n Obama, B. (2009). Remarks of President Barack Obama – As Prepared for Delivery Address to Joint Session of
Congress Tuesday, February 24th, 2009. Retrieved from http://www.whitehouse.gov/the_press_office/Remarks-ofPresident-Barack-Obama-Address-to-Joint-Session-of-Congress/
n Office of Community College Research and Leadership. (2015). Pathways to Results project profile update. Champaign, IL: Office of Community College Research and Leadership, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign.
n Phillips, B. C., & Horowitz, J. E. (2013). Maximizing data use: A focus on the completion agenda. New Directions
For Community Colleges, 2013(164), 17-25. doi:10.1002/cc.20077
n Ransby, B. (2015). Students as moral teachers: A survey of student activism and institutional responses. Diversity
& Democracy, 18(4). Retrieved from https://www.aacu.org/diversitydemocracy/2015/fall/ransby
n Rhoades, G. (2012). The Incomplete Completion Agenda: Implications for Academe and the Academy. Liberal
Education, 98(1), 18–25.
n Rosenbaum, J., & Rosenbaum, J. (2015). The new forgotten half and research directions to support them. New
York: William T. Grant Foundation. Retrieved from http://wtgrantfoundation.org/newforgottenhalf
n Stone, D. A. (2002). Policy paradox: The art of political decision making. New York, NY: Norton.
n Tandberg, D. A., Hillman, N., & Barakat, M. (2014). State higher education performance funding for community
colleges: Diverse effects and policy implications. Teachers College Record, 116(12).
n Wong, A., & Green, A. (2016, February 25). Campus politics: A cheat sheet. The Atlantic. Retrieved from http://
www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2016/02/campus-protest-roundup/417570/
46

Change • May/June 2016

Become More. Become Extraordinary.
At the University of South Dakota.

Earn your degree in

Educational Administration
at a remarkably affordable price.

Our School of Education is fully accredited by NCATE —
the highest professional standard in education.
Choose from unique course offerings with emphasis
areas in:
• Student Affairs
• Adult Education/Non-school Settings
• Training and Development

Apply today: www.usd.edu/onlinema-edad

DIVISION OF CONTINUING
AND
DISTANCE EDUCATION
414 East Clark Street
Vermillion, SD 57069
800-233-7937 | 605-658-6140
cde@usd.edu

Copyright of Change is the property of Taylor & Francis Ltd and its content may not be
copied or emailed to multiple sites or posted to a listserv without the copyright holder's
express written permission. However, users may print, download, or email articles for
individual use.

