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Abstract 

 
 

Purpose:  This study describes the quality of community college support services 

available online in Alabama, Arkansas, Mississippi, and Tennessee using Cherry Beth 

Luedtke’s (1999) student support services model.   These states lend themselves to the 

research because of a lingering legacy of “separate but equal” education policy.  In 

addition, community colleges disproportionately serve low-income students.  As 

community based higher education, community colleges in these states are uniquely 

equipped to meet higher education needs of African-Americans.   

Method:  This research, content analysis, uses to analyze online support services 

for web-based learners at Alabama, Arkansas, Mississippi, and Tennessee community 

colleges.  A total of fifty-eight community colleges in the four states constitute a 

sampling frame.  

Findings:  Overall community colleges in Alabama, Arkansas, Mississippi and 

Tennessee exceed the benchmark in many services within Information/Technical Support 

and Admissions elements in the conceptual framework.  Nevertheless, the areas of online 

advising and counseling, assessment, registration and other support services need 

improvement.  College advising and counseling can mean the difference between a 

student’s success and failure.  Community colleges should focus on improving these 

services.   
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Chapter I:  Introduction and Research Purpose 
 
Introduction 
 

Community colleges have contributed to higher education in the United States for 

over a century.  At one time, higher education served only the upper middle class and 

wealthy.  Due to travel distances, as well as the expense of tuition, room and board, a 

four-year college degree was simply too expensive for most lower income citizens.  

Community colleges fill this educational gap.  Community colleges are often located in a 

students’ hometown, offer flexible classes, and provide relatively low tuition.  These 

benefits make higher education more accessible to lower income students.  Specifically, 

community colleges meet the education needs of African-Americans and Hispanics who 

are disproportionately lower income.  Enrollment of African-Americans in higher 

education has increased; nevertheless, many minority students lack remedial skills as a 

result of inadequate secondary education.  The Journal of Blacks in Higher Education 

reports that “African-American students are almost twice as likely to need remedial 

courses as whites” (JBHE 1996, 52).     

Many African-American students would not pursue higher education, were it not 

for community colleges.  Arthur Cohen and Florence Brawer (2003, 53) describe a 

singular role of community colleges among minority students, “the choice is not between 

the community college and a senior residential institution; it is between the community 

college and nothing.”   

Community college open door admissions policies create educational 

opportunities for people from all backgrounds.  Community colleges reach out to those  

“not served by traditional higher education: those who could not afford tuition; who 

could not attend college full time; whose ethnic background constrains them from 
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participating; who had inadequate secondary education preparation; whose educational 

progress had been interrupted by some temporary condition; whose job skills have 

become obsolete non-existent; who need a connection to obtain a job; who were confined 

to prisons, physically disabled, or otherwise unable to attend classes on a campus; or who 

were faced with a need to fill increased leisure time meaningfully” (Cohen and Brawer 

2003, 28-29).   

The open admissions policy increases diversity in community colleges throughout 

the country.  Cohen and Brawer (2003, 27) describe the community college as a source of 

opportunity to all of society: “minorities, women, people who had done poorly in high 

school, and those who would otherwise have never considered further education.”  The 

population demographics in community colleges today consist of recent high school 

graduates, retired persons, and people seeking professional development for career 

merits.  Jamie P. Merisotis and Stan Jones believe that some of the characteristics of 

today’s community college students include “a retiree interested in taking a creative-

writing class, an immigrant wanting to improve their English, or a recent high school 

graduate looking to garner college credits inexpensively before transferring to a four-year 

institution” (2010, 15).  Because community colleges offer education and training to 

students who reside locally, the colleges benefit the immediate city or county.  These 

institutions train and educate the local labor force.  A well-trained local labor force 

powers economic development.   

Community colleges flourished through different eras from World War I, to the 

Great Depression, to World War II, to the Civil Rights movement, and into the digital 21st 

century.  “The American community college dates from the early years of the twentieth 

century” (Cohen and Brawer 2003, 1).     
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 Penetration of technology in higher education offers advantages and 

disadvantages.  People are now more computer savvy; and take advantage of technology 

as self-learners, self-starters and self-thinkers.  Community colleges should view 

prospective learners as “customers because they search for the best instructional 

environment so they may advance educationally and leave with skills that will best 

prepare them for today’s job market” (Perez-Greene 2005, 4).  These tech savvy students 

often demand online course formats.   

Digitization deters some faculty and students who prefer traditional methods of 

face-to-face communication.  Karl Wuensch, et al. (2008, 525) describes some of the 

differences between online education and traditional methods, but conclude that “both 

teachers and learners may anticipate that the effectiveness and overall quality of online 

education is inferior to the traditional face-to-face teaching environment.”   

In today’s society, some people do not have access to the Internet.  African-

Americans disproportionately make up this group.  For African-Americans to receive 

information online, they must own a computer and have access to appropriate technology 

services.  The digital divide means certain consumers do not have the latest computer 

technology.  The divide could also apply to institutions in the sense that cyber services 

are not as available to some.  As the educational marketplace changes, community 

colleges move into the mainstream; and distance education is now “the driving force of 

closing the digital divide” (Stumpf et al 2005, 358).  Joanna Goode examines how 

“technology is central to the daily routine of university life” (2010, 583).  A great digital 

divide exists between urban and rural communities’ ability to provide online classes.  A 

challenge within the institutional digital divide is “without any formal technology 

prerequisites, students come to college with differing technological skills, stratified by 
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gender, socioeconomic status and racial backgrounds” (Goode 2010, 583).  Distance 

education encourages technological advancement, but students must learn about 

computers prior to completing intermediate and secondary school.  Online classes 

provide flexibility, convenience, and savings for those who prefer not to travel to regional 

centers or branch campuses.  For individuals in rural communities, online classes are less 

prevalent due to the lack of widespread Internet broadband access.  Without broadband 

access in rural communities, prospective learners face a learning deficit in attaining a 

diverse education.   “The essential nature of digital divide cannot be measured by tallying 

hardware, but rather, must be measured by determining access to rich learning 

experiences in which technology is embedded” (Goode 2010, 586).  If the digital divide 

continues, then the future for an equal opportunity of distance education in two-year 

institutions is bleak.  This issue will negatively impact African-Americans and other 

minority groups, making it more difficult for disadvantaged groups to obtain an 

education.   
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Research Purpose 

 In 1999, Cherry Beth Luedtke, an experienced librarian at Austin Community 

College, developed a comprehensive framework to evaluate community college websites 

in Texas.  Luedtke examined online student service functions.  In 2005, Allyson Alston 

used the same framework to do a follow-up study to evaluate whether Texas community 

college online support services better served their students.  In 2005, Allyson Alston 

found that student services improved compared to Luedtke’s study in 1999.   

Community colleges are important to the minority community.  In addition, the 

history of education neglect in the African-American community has been particularly 

problematic in the South.  Historically, throughout the segregated south, Whites viewed 

education for African-Americans “as a threat to their racial hegemony” (Werum 1999, 

89).  Whites also “had a vested interest in controlling access to public education, 

especially by African-Americans” (Werum 1999, 89).   

This research applies Luedtke’s (1999) framework to support services in four 

Southern states.  The objective of this applied research project is to evaluate online 

student support services in Alabama, Arkansas, Mississippi, and Tennessee, and therefore 

how they serve the African-American community of these states.  Hence, the purpose of 

this study is to first describe the state of community college support services available 

online in Mississippi, Alabama, Tennessee and Arkansas.  Secondly, this research will 

make recommendations on how to improve these services for the fifty-eight community 

colleges in these states.    

These four states benefit the research because, compared to many other southern 

states, Alabama, Arkansas Mississippi, and Tennessee have larger rural communities.  In 

addition, each of these states has a similar number of community colleges in each high 
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school rank, and a similar percentages of individuals “25 and older who completed high 

school or earned a Bachelor’s Degree” by the year of 20001.  Large portions of Alabama, 

Mississippi and Tennessee are in Appalachia.  Arkansas’ Ozark region is similar.  The 

Appalachian community in the United States has a reputation of poverty in remote areas.  

High unemployment in rural areas like Appalachia contributes to a lack of funding for 

students wishing to pursue higher education.  Many areas in Appalachia experience “jobs 

disappearing, sometimes overseas and sometimes because a natural resource has been 

depleted” (Chronicle of Higher Education 2006, 64).   

Within the last decade computer technology has become ubiquitous in American 

daily life.  Despite the lingering presence of the digital divide between rural and urban 

communities, the education sector must overcome barriers as online education increases.   

In addition, there are a substantial number of communities in the Deep South 

lacking broadband access preventing many African-Americans from competing in the 

digital economy.  Until federal funding reaches rural communities, the gap will persist.   

Jennifer Lorenzetti (2005, 1) argues that some online users are “well into their 

second decade of experience with the Internet, it is a significant worry that the digital 

‘have nots’ may experience trouble catching up or that they may be unable to make the 

leap into using the Internet for education, research, communication, and recreation.” 

The digital divide can take two forms.  First, individuals within a community may 

have less access to personal technology.  Second, the institutions that serve a community 

may have poor or obsolete technology.  (Both types of digital divide merit attention 

because they exist together).  Nevertheless, this study focuses on the second type of 

digital divide – institutional digital divide.   
                                                
1 The sixth edition of the State-By-State Profile by Community Colleges is published by the American 
Association of Community Colleges, www.aacc.nche.edu.  The AACC retrieved this information from the 
2002 US Bureau of the Census, http://www.census.gov/prod/2003pubs/c2kbr-24.pdf.   
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Distance education is popular among the collegiate-bound students, individuals 

seeking to continue education for professional development, those who are retired, and 

individuals taking classes for recreational interests.  For an online education class to be 

successful, Internet interface should be user friendly; the faculty and staff must be readily 

available; and the student must have Internet access.  Wuensch, et al. (2008, 523) see 

technology as “continuous; therefore, both instructors and students must be adaptable, 

knowledgeable, and keep up with the pace of the technological advances.”   

In order for a community college to attract prospective students, the website 

navigation should be easy, and the site should feature images of a diverse student body.  

Katrina Meyer (2008, 142) finds that “the home page does present a ‘face’ to its virtual 

community which can be termed-given its location in cyberspace-its ‘virtual face’.  

Luedtke’s (1999) framework includes technical support; admissions; registration; 

assessment; accessibility of learning resources; and additional services such as 

purchasing textbooks, testing facilities, and hour’s availability.   

This research is important because it helps provide direction on how 

administration, faculty, and staff at community colleges should adapt to e-learning and 

web-based support services for online classes.  The ability of community colleges to stay 

abreast with technology is essential to attracting a new generation of tech savvy high 

school graduates.  Community colleges must also accommodate many stakeholders2.  In 

the long run, improvement to community college technology support services is a 

relatively easy and inexpensive way to improve the college experience for students.  This 

                                                
2 John Colborn and Cyrus Driver from the Ford Foundation partnered with Community College Central.org 
and provided a number of stakeholders: “governors, legislators, state agency officials and staff concerned 
with the competitiveness of their workforce; business and labor leaders who need skilled labor and adapted 
employees for the 21st century competencies; social and economic justice advocacy groups for low-income 
and underserved people; and college presidents, trustees and other education leaders who are seeking ways 
to better serve their communities and the regional economy” (www.communitycollegecentral.org).    
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study provides useful information to community college administrations in Alabama, 

Tennessee, Arkansas, and Mississippi; and helps address a problematic educational gap 

legacy by focusing on how to improve online student support services.   

 
Chapter Summaries 
 

This applied research project contains nine chapters.  Chapter one introduces the 

research purpose of the applied research project.  Chapter two discusses the past and 

current status of African-Americans in higher education.  Chapter three discusses the 

significance of community colleges as well as the characteristics that define the 

institutions, their evolution, and the Liberal Arts education focus.  Chapter four 

characterizes the digital divide in America existing between rural and urban communities.  

Chapter five discusses the literature review that supports Cherry Beth Luedtke’s model.  

Chapter six presents the project’s content analysis.  Chapter seven summarizes the data 

for community colleges in Alabama, Arkansas, Mississippi, and Tennessee.  Chapter 

eight discusses the conceptual framework elements meeting the benchmark expectations 

of essential services, and important factors and services helpful to the distance learner.  

Chapter nine summarizes the entire paper, as well as the results from the benchmark 

chapter.  The final chapter also provides recommendations for online support services on 

how community colleges can influence communities of color.   
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Chapter 2:  African-American Students in Higher Education 

Chapter Purpose 
 
 This chapter discusses the historical struggle of African-Americans to obtain a 

quality education for themselves and their children.  In addition, the chapter presents 

some landmark cases and congressional bills intended to protect people of color.  Finally, 

the chapter highlights obstacles African-Americans still face when pursuing higher 

education.   

History 

 Historically African-Americans have faced challenges in many areas such as 

voting; being treated as less than a person; and unequal opportunities regarding housing, 

employment, and education.  The 1776 United States Declaration of Independence states 

“all men are created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable 

Rights; that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness” 

(www.ushistory.org).  Unfortunately, some of the authors of this document did not mean 

people of color. The Civil War and the Civil Rights Movement helped move the country 

closer to this early written ideal.   

 The Civil War prompted changes in America during Reconstruction.  It was 

during this period that the government abolished slavery, and the country had a chance to 

grant “African-Americans the potential to enjoy the fruits of citizenship” (Gallagher 

2004, 54).  Reconstruction was a “period for the potential for freedom and equality to be 

explored” (Gallagher 2004, 54).  Unfortunately, southern white citizens strongly opposed 

new opportunities for blacks and employed loopholes to revitalize old traditions.  For 
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instance, “some of the States of the former confederacy passed a series of ‘Black Codes’3 

that restored many of the restrictions of the slave regime” (Gallagher 2004, 54).  

Opponents of civil rights for African-Americans created groups (Ku Klux Klan) and 

policies (Jim Crow laws) that created defacto slavery conditions in much of the Deep 

South.   

 The United States Constitution does not address education, thus it is a 

responsibility “firmly located at the state and local levels” (Gallagher 2004, 52).  

Therefore, state and local power structures could deny or dilute educational benefits to 

former slaves and their children.   

 Another obstacle for African-Americans was the “separate but equal” rule.  Many 

whites insisted on separate facilities from blacks.  This separation included restaurants, 

residential neighborhoods, recreation, and especially education.  In the case of Plessy vs. 

Ferguson4, “the Court ruled that the provisions of separate facilities for different races 

were consistent with the constitution if they met the standard of being ‘separate but 

equal” (Gallagher 2004, 56).  The separate but equal ruling of Plessy vs. Ferguson gave 

local southern governments the authority to create separate education systems, which in 

practice were not equal at all.  In the Jim Crow south, not all men were created equal “in 

a system that has been deliberately constructed and maintained to enforce racial 

segregation” (Gallagher 2004, 56).   

 Many white southerners opposed blacks receiving a quality education.  Some 

white southerners thought if Negroes were educated, white property owners would lose a 

large percentage of menial workers who picked cotton or worked as domestics.  

                                                
3 Black codes were “intended to assure continuance of white supremacy” (http://history-
world.org/black_codes.htm).    
4 “The case arose from a dispute over separate facilities for White and Black passengers in trains in New 
Orleans” (Gallagher 2004, 56).   



 18 

Anderson indicates “many southern white employers clamored for an illiterate, tractable 

black work force, one with low socioeconomic aspirations” (1988, 96).  In Mississippi, 

for instance, whites oversaw Negro “schools in order to control the thoughts and actions 

of African-Americans and to best ensure that the type of instruction in these schools 

adhered to the etiquette, labor demands, and overall expectations of southern whites” 

(Span 2009, 20).  Northern educators, philanthropists, and missionary workers attempted 

to counter balance repressive practices.  Unfortunately, these individuals soon discovered 

their “fatal miscalculations of the depth and force from the white supremacy movement 

and soon found themselves overpowered by it” (Anderson 1988, 79).   

 Many African-Americans, however, were open to receiving an education in their 

own communities.  These students suffered the brunt of segregation in education in the 

Deep South.  To counter the effect of these policies, African-Americans formed their own 

institutions of higher learning.  African-Americans who desired an education would learn 

from each other.  Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) emerged in the 

nineteenth century to promote educational welfare among blacks.  According to Brian 

Armstrong, the “history books record Cheyney University, in Pennsylvania as the oldest 

HBCU, founded in 1837” (2002, 11).  “The Morrill Act of 1862 created land-grant public 

institutions, and thirty years later Morrill Act II provided for historically black colleges 

and universities (HBCUs) to provide access for the black population, who were not 

provided access at many land-grant institutions” (Swail, et al. 2003, 11).   

 In 1910, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, 

(NAACP) formed to help blacks “restore the weight of the Reconstruction Amendments 

by targeting legal challenges to discriminatory actions” (Gallagher 2004, 56).  During the 

early twentieth century, members of the NAACP conceived of ways to derail the 
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“separate but equal” in education rule.  The invention of separate facilities limited 

African-American access to high quality education at colleges and universities 

throughout the country.  Civil rights leaders, through the NAACP, pursued equality in 

higher education for several reasons.  First, “separate but equal” provided a legal 

opportunity to “be argued” (Gallagher 2004, 56); and second, “Supreme Court Justices 

were more likely to be sympathetic to the value of education in these institutions” 

(Gallagher 2004, 56).   

 Early in the last century, African-Americans won milestone victories and 

challenged the separate but equal rule; however, disparities in access to higher education 

continued.  Despite the Supreme Court ruling in Brown vs. Board of Education, “the 

Court did not offer specific recommendations on a timetable for desegregation” 

(Gallagher 2004, 58).  Since the Court did not stipulate rules and deadlines for municipal 

and state government to desegregate, African-Americans continued to experience 

overcrowding in schools and, inadequate books, supplies, and equipment for many more 

years.  During the 50 plus years when “separate but equal” doctrine influenced education, 

the quality of education for blacks was often substandard.  As a result, generations of 

African-American children left school with poor or minimal reading and writing skills.  

These deficits continue to hinder minority communities.  Community colleges offer a 

way to close this gap.  African-Americans have an opportunity through the community 

college to improve remedial skills.  One of the goals of a community college is to 

accommodate “students who are unable to read, write, and compute at a level that would 

enable them to pursue a collegiate program satisfactorily must be provided with a 

different curricula” (Cohen and Brawer 2003, 29).   
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 Fifty years after Brown vs. Board of Education, blacks still continue to seek equal 

resources in books; computer equipment; and sufficient skills in reading, writing, and 

mathematics.  On the other hand, generations of white children, from affluent families, 

“invariably have the best teachers, most up-to-date textbooks and computers, and 

superior academic faculties” (Journal of Blacks in Higher Education 2010, 40).  African-

Americans have achieved milestones5 in civil rights regarding education, but the legacy 

of Jim Crow and Plessy leave much to be done.   

 Obtaining equal access in education has been difficult for people of color, but 

today’s institutions of higher learning in the United States realize that multi-ethnic faculty 

and student body populations can produce positive outcomes.  Cultural diversity in higher 

education can foster creativity as to how faculty and students communicate, interact and 

approach teaching and learning” (Colbert 2010, 17).  Overall, a legacy of exclusion and 

neglect toward African-Americans in the world of educational opportunities exists; 

however, due to the diverse population in higher education among minorities, community 

colleges serve as gateways.  Race continues to be an issue in higher education, especially 

for African-Americans.  During the last century, blacks in this country have made 

tremendous progress; on the other hand, inequality in education still persists.  More than 

50 years have passed since Brown vs. Board of Education, and people of color are still 

facing inadequate funding, supplies, and technology.  Gary Orfield, author of The Civil 

Rights Project at UCLA, concludes that schools for children of color “remain highly 

unequal, sometimes in terms of dollars, and very frequently in terms of teachers, 

curriculum, peer groups, connections with colleges and jobs, and other key aspects of 

schooling” (Orfield 2009, 6).  African-American students, who are ill-prepared to enter 

                                                
5 “Missouri ex rel. Gaines vs. Canada, 1938; McLaurin vs. Oklahoma State Regents, 1950; and Sweatt vs. 
Painter, 1950” (Gallagher 2004, 56-57). 
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into four-year institutions, benefit from the community college.  Roy Flores and Beth 

Hagan argue “for many minorities and nontraditional students, the path to a baccalaureate 

degree, a master’s and even a doctorate begins with the local community college” (2008, 

1).   

Current Issues Affecting African-Americans in Higher Education 

Remedial Education 

The goal of remedial college education is to assist students in basic reading, math, 

and writing skills students did not acquire in secondary school.  Remedial classes give 

students an opportunity to successfully complete advanced classes in degree programs.   

Community colleges gear remedial classes to students who are “unprepared to do college-

level work” (Brock 2010, 116).  African-American students in secondary education are 

more likely than Caucasians to not possess minimum remedial skills.  “Large numbers of 

these youth leave school unprepared for higher education or the workplace” (Townsend 

2002, 222).  Students may feel a sense of isolation, become discouraged, and then drop 

out after entering a two-year institution.  To increase student retention, institutions of 

higher learning need to be more creative in teaching remedial courses to those not 

academically prepared.   

Another challenge for remedial educators is the communication barrier between 

students and faculty.  Students in the digital generation communicate differently than 

students from earlier generations.  Therefore, thoughts and ideas may vary.  “Students 

who come from an ethnic, social or linguistic world removed from the special culture of 

the academic classroom don’t need a remedy; they need a bridge to enable them to move 

from where they are to where they want to be” (Griffith and Connor 1989, B2).  Teachers 
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should be creative in engaging students in collaboration and group discussions that 

involve real life situations with less academic terminology.   

Financial Aid 

The changes in federal financial aid may not benefit many African-Americans.  In 

2006, The Journal of Blacks in Higher Education (JBHE) reported the federal 

government “announced two new financial aid programs for low-income college 

students” (2006, 24).  New federal grant programs, such as AC6 and SMART7, will 

complicate the academic requirements for African-Americans to receive monetary 

assistance.  For a student in higher education to qualify for an AC grant, their secondary 

school academic record should consist of “three years of mathematics, four years of 

English, two years of a foreign language, and three years of laboratory science” (JBHE 

2006, 24).  Few African-American students meet this criterion because “in a number of 

predominantly black high schools, three laboratory sciences are not offered to students” 

(JBHE 2006, 24).  “SMART grants are earmarked for students in physical, life, or 

computer sciences, mathematics, technology, engineering, or certain foreign languages 

deem important to national security” (JBHE 2006, 24).  African-Americans majoring in 

fields relating to science or mathematics disciplines “is lower, and sometimes 

significantly lower, than the black percentage of overall college enrollments” (JBHE 

2006, 24).   

 It is important for African-Americans to successfully complete challenging 

classes in secondary school.  Taking more difficult classes helps students prepare for 

college.  In addition, the necessity of registering for developmental classes will not be a 
                                                
6 AC is the acronym for Academic Competitiveness.  It is a grant that “awards first –and second-year 
college students who have successfully completed a rigorous secondary school program” (JBHE 2006, 24).   
7 SMART is the acronym for National Science and Mathematics Access to Retain Talent.  It is a grant   
”available to third- and fourth-year college students who major in mathematics, science, technology, 
engineering or critical foreign languages” (JBHE 2006, 24).   
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top priority.  African-Americans could increase their chances of qualifying for federal aid 

if predominantly black schools offered more challenging programs.   

Some of the more recent changes in federal financial aid laws do not benefit 

everyone.  Programs should balance “need-based financial aid” and “merit-based aid” 

(JBHE 2007, 53).   

Chapter Summary 

This chapter recounts the history and the current status of African-Americans in 

higher education.  The impact of Brown vs. Board of Education is still lingers in 

education for African-Americans.  Although African-Americans have made much 

progress, there is still a need for improvement in higher education for people of color.  

The next chapter will discuss community colleges in America and their significance to 

higher education.   
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Chapter 3:  The Community College 
 
Chapter Purpose 
 
 This chapter examines why community colleges are important in higher 

education.  In addition, the chapter discusses community college policies and practices.  

This chapter also emphasizes the necessity of online services supporting distance learners 

who are at a geographic disadvantage.   

Importance of Community Colleges 

 In July 2009, President Barak Obama proposed an investment8 to assist the 

growth of community colleges.  Obama felt students in higher education needed skills to 

compete globally.  Community colleges need attention because they “already enroll 

almost half of all U.S. undergraduates” (AACC 2009, 1).  The definition of a student in 

higher education is defined by their income.  Two-year institutions now cater to those 

“who are older, working or need remedial classes” (http://www.whitehouse.gov/).  These 

institutions also “work with businesses9, industry and government to create tailored 

training programs to meet economic needs like nursing, health information technology, 

advanced manufacturing, and green jobs” (Ibid).    

Definition and the Evolution of the Community College 

 Cohen and Brawer (2003, 5) define the community college “as any institution 

regionally accredited to award the associate in arts or the associate in science as its 

highest degree.”  The community college has become a thriving center: (1) for people 

who aspire to be first-time college graduates; (2) working professionals needing to hone 

                                                
8 President Obama proposed what is known as “the American Graduation Initiative, a $12 billion federal 
investment to substantially expand the capacity of the nation’s community college system” (AACC 2009, 
1).   
9 Community colleges can partner with schools in its “state or region in which they can develop some 
personal relationships” (Butterfield & Ciampa 2006, 45).   
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skills, and (3) those seeking remedial and continuing education.  Two-year institutions10 

are now America’s gateway for many to pursue higher education.    

 Historically, higher education was available only for the middle and upper 

classes.  Community colleges are an intermediate alternative to more expensive and often 

distant four-year institutions of higher education.  Community colleges make the initial 

phase of a college degree more accessible to a wider cross section of the population.  

Cohen and Brawer (2003, 39) argue that community colleges should be more flexible and 

create structures that support the community college student body because “everyone is 

potentially a student.”   

Curriculum Programs in the Community Colleges   

 The role of community colleges has never been more challenging.  Many two-

year institutions have adopted the role of teaching recent high school graduates effective 

organizational, remedial, and study skills.   

 Liberal Arts is the focal point in community colleges.  Liberal Arts “represent the 

historical roots of the community colleges; they are the main factor differentiating 

community colleges from proprietary schools” (Cohen, 1994, 31).  Liberal Arts serve as a 

“link between elementary and secondary schools and the establishment of higher 

learning” (VanderKelen, 1994, 31).   

 Many community colleges have an open-door admission policy.   Consequently, 

two-year institutions are characterized by high degrees of diversity.    Community college 

open admission policies provide access to students who are unfamiliar with the norms of 

higher education.  This inexperience may lead some new students to experience culture 

shock.  Community colleges also provide students with the opportunity to grow socially.  
                                                
10 Some of the common names affiliated with community colleges include junior college, “branch campus, 
city college, county college, people’s college, democracy’s college, contradictory college and opportunity 
college” (Cohen & Brawer, 2003).   
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Students have to learn to branch out of their comfort zones to be successful in college.  

Higher education can give an individual a different perspective on life.  Students who are 

underrepresented, non-traditional, or first in their families to attend college should realize 

that “the transition to college can literally be life-changing (and life-saving)” (Amaya 

2010, 14).   

Students need to take advantage of resources that are available to assist them 

throughout their collegiate career.  It is the school’s responsibility to make students aware 

of educational resources.  “When institutions create awareness of these services, even if 

the student is currently not in need of them, the students gain knowledge and are better 

prepared to overcome potential obstacles to completion of their degree” (Amaya 2010, 9).   

The community college open admissions policy presents two-year campuses with 

retention problems.  These poorly prepared students, often lower income, are less likely 

to graduate with an Associate Degree and transfer to a university.  As a result, 

community colleges in various geographical locations focus on reducing attrition.  The 

goals of a community college are to “help students better understand the benefits of 

remediation courses and set realistic targets for their own academic performance” (Moore 

2009, 64).  Unfortunately, students graduating from high school are often ill-prepared 

with marginal reading and writing skills.  Marcus Simmons believes that “many students 

enter post secondary education with a severe lack of knowledge and ability to study and 

learn effectively” (Simmons 2006, 1).  These are exactly the students community colleges 

are designed to serve.  Community colleges are open to everyone.  A two-year institution 

must have the ability to teach “students who are unable to read, write, and compute at a 

level that would enable them to pursue a collegiate program satisfactorily” (Cohen and 

Brawer 2003, 29).   
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Community colleges can meet the needs of a diverse student body by providing 

resources via the Internet.  This flexible medium allows students who may be working 

full time jobs or perhaps have transportation problems to access college counselors.  

Community college online classes should be supported by online services such as 

advising and counseling, admissions, and registration.   

Chapter Summary 

This chapter summarizes the importance of community colleges particularly to 

disadvantaged students.  Two-year institutions provide a window of opportunity for those 

who need remedial skills and those who wish to develop trade and vocational skills.  

Community colleges capitalize on diversity through enrollment by African-Americans, 

Hispanics, and other minority groups; digital technology enhancement to accompany 

online student support services; convenient local locations of institutions; and flexible 

class schedules to accommodate the working class.  The next chapter discusses the digital 

divide in America and the negative effects of this divide on African-Americans.   
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Chapter 4:  The Digital Divide 

Chapter Purpose 

 This chapter explores and analyzes the digital divide in America.  Computer 

technology has created Internet social classes of the haves and have nots, negatively 

affecting underrepresented groups such as African-Americans.  For students in rural 

communities, online education is more challenging because broadband access and 

financial resources are more limited.  One key to a student’s success in higher education 

today is accessibility to technology; however, without high speed Internet access some 

will continue to disengage with advanced technology.  The absence of high speed Internet 

in rural communities emphasizes the institutional digital divide in higher education.   

Digital Divide among Urban and Rural Communities 

 America’s digital divide is defined as “a division between the Internet haves and 

have nots” (Lorenzetti 2005, 1).  People with poor Internet access are at a disadvantage 

with respect to “education, researching, communicating and recreation” (Lorenzetti 2005, 

1).  

 In America rural communities lack Internet access.  Without access to personal 

and institutional digital technology, rural communities have a limited capacity to provide 

citizens with quality education.  Sink and Jackson (2000) “found that urban community 

colleges were often better wired than their rural counterparts, preventing the rural 

institutions from providing their students with the same level of access to technological 

resources” (Cejda 2007, 292).  

 Unstable telephone infrastructure contributes to the lack of rural Internet access.  

Rural communities are less wealthy than their urban counterparts and have fewer 

resources to upgrade infrastructure.  To close the digital divide, Internet access must be 
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available to all, even those residing in rural communities who have “fewer choices about 

how they can access the Internet” (Cejda 2007, 294).   

 Because rural community residents have less Internet access community colleges 

face different barriers.  Some of the challenges described by authors Miller and Tuttle 

(2006, 57) which: 

include recruitment, retention and development of high quality faculty and 
administrative teams, resources to support advanced technological applications--
including the telecommunications infrastructure necessary to support high-speed 
computing traffic--the availability of trained staff, and the challenges associated 
with economic development in areas that have historically underperformed or 
have suffered from prolonged economic depression. 

 

Digital Divide Among African-Americans and Other Minority Groups 

 A particular minority group in America continues to lag behind in the digital 

divide:  African-Americans.  According to a census bureau report from the Journal of 

Blacks in Higher Education, “blacks remain far behind whites in computer and Internet 

access in the home and at work” (2004/2005, 36).  Those who own a home computer 

possess gateways to technical sophistication that includes ready access to information.   

While the racial divide between whites and blacks still exists, progress has been made.  

For example, another census bureau report from the Journal of Blacks in Higher 

Education, disclosed “in 2007, 45 percent of all African-Americans over the age of 15 

reported that they used a computer at home.  For non-Hispanic whites the figure was 65 

percent” (2009, 54).  On the other hand, a decade ago, “21 percent of white families 

could access the Internet at home compared to just 7.7 percent of black families” (2009, 

54).   

 Digital training outside of the classroom for the “have nots” can be a problem if 

tools needed for training are unavailable.  With proper tools, some individuals may “end 
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up frustrated or turned off by technology” (Roach 2003, 31).  Adults and children who 

are technologically deficient will “find it a struggle merely to function in the complex 

information age that is at hand” (JBHE 2009, 54).   

 Where there is broadband access, there is digital equity for African-Americans in 

the classroom, grades K-12.  Students in grade school “have caught up with whites in one 

area-the usage of a computer in school” (JBHE Foundation 2004/2005, 36).  In 

September 2001, “83.6 percent of black children ages 3 to 17 used a computer while in 

school” (JBHE 2004/2005).  This statistic was close to the percentage of non-Hispanic 

whites “which stood at 86.2” (JBHE 2004/2005).  African-Americans have made 

progress using digital technology in the classroom, but for those not in grade school, the 

outlook is dim.  Technical preparation by institutions of higher learning serves “as an 

Invisible Academic Prerequisite” (Goode 2010, 584).   

The Minority Serving Institution Digital and Wireless Technology Opportunity 

Act11  (The Act) 

 The significance of this bill lies in addressing the lack of broadband access for 

Minority Serving Institutions12 (MSIs).  Much support is needed for institutions that serve 

African-Americans and Hispanics to compete be with institutions serving.  In January 

2007, several Congressional members13 sponsored “a $250 million technology bill14 for 

                                                
11 According to Charles Dervarics “both chambers of Congress have passed a technology bill for MSIs” 
(2007, 1).  Funding for the bill has been an issue.   
12 “In the higher education system of the United States, minority-serving institutions make up a category of 
educational establishments including historically black college and universities, Hispanic-serving 
institutions and tribal colleges and universities” 
(http://www.wordiq.com/definition/Minority_Serving_Institution).   
13 Congressional members to help spearhead The Minority Serving Institution Digital and Wireless 
Technology Opportunity Act include “Gordon Smith, John Kerry, Jim Webb and John Warner” (Dervarics 
2007, 12).   
14 The objective of The Minority Serving Institution Digital and Wireless Technology Opportunity Act is to 
“assist eligible educational institutions in acquiring and augmenting use of digital and wireless networking 
technologies to improve the quality and delivery of educational services at such institutions” 
(http://www.govtrack.us/congress/bill.xpd?bill=h110-694&tab=summary).   
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historically black colleges, Hispanic-serving institutions and tribal colleges” (Dervarics 

2007, 12).  The Minority Serving Institution Digital and Wireless Technology 

Opportunity Act targets institutions that serve underrepresented groups by providing 

hardware and software upgrades.  This congressional bill has the capacity to refine the 

quality of education for minority groups.  Dervarics (2007, 12) believes that “HBCUs, 

HSIs and tribal colleges could receive grants for digital wireless networks or other 

technology and communications upgrades to improve teaching and learning.”  Since 

technology is now part of education, it is imperative for all minority groups to receive 

equal opportunities in higher education.  If the racial digital divide can be eliminated, 

more minorities will attain college degrees.  The Act advocates for African-Americans, 

Hispanics, and tribal groups in higher education.  Institutions of higher learning can  

“utilize the funds to purchase digital and wireless networking technologies and 

equipment for campus wiring; develop new technology education services; provide 

technical assistance through face-to-face and distance learning workshops; provide 

professional development to faculty and administrators; and implement joint projects 

with other MSIs on technology education” (Dervarics 2007, 14).   

Chapter Summary 

 This chapter discusses how the digital divide affects minority groups, particularly 

African-Americans.  A personal and institutional digital gap in America is visible in 

several minority groups and geographic regions because fewer citizens in these areas own 

a computer or have funding to support institutions.  If the digital divide continues, 

minorities in higher education in America will continue to suffer.  The next chapter 

explores Cherry Beth Luedtke’s (1999) student support services conceptual framework.   
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Chapter 5:  Luedtke’s Student Support Services Model 

Chapter Purpose 

 This chapter outlines the descriptive elements of Luedtke’s (1999) Student 

Support Services Model.  The chapter also examines the Texas Community College 

Experience from Alston’s (2006) applied research project.  Alston analyzes the status of 

student support services of fifty-six Texas Community Colleges and compares the 

findings with Luedtke’s results.   

Luedtke’s Student Support Services Model 

 Student support services (SSS) is a combination of services that assist students in 

all levels of higher education.  According to Luedtke (1999), “access to student support 

services is a critical factor in a successful distance learning experience.  Institutional 

planning should address support services that may be necessary or appropriate for 

distance learners.”  Cohen and Brawer (2003, 197) describe support services as “students 

needing to be managed for the sake of institutional order, a rationale underlying not only 

the counseling of students into proper programs but also registration, student activities, 

orientation, student government, and record-keeping functions.”  Using the Luedtke 

criteria, the research examines the web sites of Alabama, Arkansas, Mississippi and 

Tennessee.   

 Cherry Beth Luedtke (1999) and later Allyson Alston (2006) analyzed student 

support services provided online in Texas Community Colleges using the following 

conceptual framework:  

Information/Technical Support Admissions 

Registration Assessment 
Advising and Counseling Learning Resources; and  
Other Support Services (Alston 
2006, 13). 
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The next sections examine the meaning and scope of these support services.   

Information/Technical Support 

 Technology is ever changing and post secondary education students need to 

obtain competent and acquire technology skills to complete online training.  Web-based 

programs/courses now supplement traditional classroom education.  Web-based learning 

is cost and time effective, reduces transportation costs and saves time because students do 

not need to physically be on campus.  College students can coordinate education 

schedules in a flexible way.  However, if information/technical support services are 

ineffective, students in a virtual environment will be less likely to participate in distance 

education.  Today many students are “computer-literate, media-centered and contemplate 

easily navigated courses of study” (Stumpf, et al. 2005, 361).  Technology is always 

changing and college students must remain competent in technology to complete online 

assignments.  Wuensch, et al. (2008, 523) suggests that “both instructors and students 

must be adaptable, knowledgeable, and keep up with the pace of technological 

advances.”  According to Luedtke’s (1999, 56) summary of the literature “assumptions 

about technological competence and skills, along with information about communication 

in a virtual environment, should be clearly stated and available for review prior to 

enrollment.”15  According to Wuensch (2008, 526), students who have previously taken 

online classes “indicated higher levels of satisfaction.”    

 Administrators in community colleges should realize that not all students are tech 

savvy; therefore, technical support must be available at all times.  “Students should also 

be provided with the necessary technical support staff by means of online and/or by 

phone menu or on-demand fax options” Alston (2006, 14).  Technical support is vital for 

                                                
15 For more information, see (Johnstone & Krauth, 1996, 40; Lewis, Whitaker & Julian, 1995, 27)].   
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online learners because “technology has changed tremendously during adult students’ 

lives and can pose problems for adults with little computer experience” (Spellman 2007, 

73).   

 A quality online education requires students possess a high level of information 

management skills to access information and go online.  Luedtke (1999, 55) cites an 

example from (Lewis, et al. 1995, 27):  “the use of online learning resources requires 

information management skills -- the ability to go online, retrieve and evaluate 

information.”  With the advantage of virtual enhancement Pollard (2009, 1) asserts that 

“instructors have the opportunity to empower students to take control of their learning, 

without investing much time or energy prior to their adoption of it.”  High quality of 

hardware and software enhances a student’s learning environment.  Students can learn “at 

their own pace when they can access technology in and out of the classroom” (Milliron 

and Miles 2000, 114).   

 When students decide to take online courses, they should ensure the community 

college web site provides them adequate log-on information, communications 

parameters, and technical equipment requirements.  Luedtke (1999, 56) cites an example 

from (Johnstone & Krauth, 1996, 49; Lewis, Whitaker & Julian, 1995, 27):  “assumptions 

about technological competence and skills, along with information about communication 

in a virtual environment, should be clearly stated and available for review prior to 

enrollment.” Steinbronn and Merideth emphasize that “distinctive hardware parameters 

are necessary for productive connections” (2005, 64).  Floyd and Casey-Powell (2004, 

56) cite “successful online students must have access to required software and 

technological services.”  
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 To support distance learners, a community college web site should have guides, 

tutorials or instructions for using technology.  Online courses that provide tutorials will 

“allow students and instructors to expand their technological skills” (Steinbronn and 

Merideth (2005, 66).   

 Students should have an opportunity to practice sending and receiving files.  

Students familiar with this technique will be more comfortable with online systems.  

According to Stella and Gnanam (2004, 153) a “good educational experience also 

depends on optimum utilization of available technologies and techniques and their 

judicious combination to effect maximum learning.”  If students practice sending and 

receiving files, then students will be able to “find specific information on the website, 

retrieve that information, and manipulate it by using a word processor and email client” 

(Rubens and Southard 2001, 197).   

 Technology brings an inherent risk of ethical confidentiality and privacy matters.  

Mississippi State Board member Ray Smith helped integrate a new system to enable 

“technology initiatives to respond to the changing needs of the community” (Cisco 2008, 

1).  Security is a way to “keep confidential information safe from unauthorized users, 

hackers, and other threats” (Cisco 2008, 1).  According to The Southern Regional 

Educational Board, web-based instructors must have the capability of “guiding and 

encouraging legal, ethical, safe and healthy behavior related to technology use” (SREB, 

March 2009).   

Texas Experience: Information Technical Support 

 Luedtke (1999) and Alston (2006) conducted applied research projects that 

evaluated the success of electronic support services in Texas community colleges.  

Luedtke’s (1999) analysis of forty-four Texas Community College web sites revealed a 
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weak online presence.  For example, 73 percent of community college websites provided 

no information or technical support of any kind.  The study rated essential services such 

as technical support staff 11 percent and log-on information 9 percent services as poor.  

By 2006, things had changed drastically for the better.  Ninety-six percent of Texas web 

sites contained some information or technical support services.  The use of technical 

support staff jumped to 82 percent and in log-on information to 89 percent (Alston 2006, 

39).  Alston (2006) concluded that community colleges in Texas have been “improving 

their efforts to provide information/technology, support services for the admissions 

process, registration, assessment, advising and counseling, learning resources and other 

student support services.”   

Admissions 

The admissions process is another key area for prospective students to learn about 

the institution and academic programs.  According to Luedtke (1999, 56), “this area of 

student support services assists students in matching their educational needs, interests and 

background with programs, requirements and mission of the institution.”  To meet the 

criteria of admission to higher education, students must first obtain a high school diploma 

or a general education development certificate (GED).  Many high school graduates 

know that the community college “accommodates the different types of students without 

turning anyone away. They have always tended to let everyone in but have then guided 

students to programs that fit their aspirations and in which they have some chance to 

succeed” (Cohen and Brawer 2003, 260).  Prospective students also consider costs when 

deciding where to enroll, therefore college web sites should provide both on-site and 

distance education costs.  Prospective students first complete an online application or 
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download an application from the community college of their choice.  Additional 

admission procedures include online orientation, financial aid, advising.   

To be effective, college websites must present a credible image.  Meyer (2008, 

142) indicates the “home page is the view that colleges and universities choose to present 

first to virtual visitors, which makes it a valuable window on the institution, its priorities, 

and how it wishes to be seen.”   

Students investigating programs look for elements such as a comparison of on-site 

and distance learning costs.  Palloff and Pratt (2003, 56) cite “many institutions set higher 

tuition for online courses.  Students may not complain because they are happy with the 

convenience of taking courses online.”  

Courses for degree requirements will continuously be updated as digital 

technology progresses in higher education.  According to Carol Cross (2000, 157) 

students should be able to “determine quickly whether the college has the courses, 

programs, or support services they need, as well as the steps they must take to enroll and 

successfully meet their goals.”    

Online catalogs and course guides assist prospective learners in choosing classes.   

Online grades and deadlines from academic calendars also assist students.  Rosenbaum et 

al. (2006, 77) maintains “the college catalog and course schedule guide students’ 

decisions and strategies.”   The college catalog is the centerpiece of a student’s academic 

career.   

When a student is choosing a community college, admissions criteria should 

emphasize an “open-door policy” including students with a GED and those who may 

need to improve basic reading, writing, and arithmetic developmental skills.  When 
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community colleges establish admissions criteria, “potential students can determine 

whether they would be a good fit” for the institution (Davis 2005, 25).   

 Today’s tech savvy students applying to community colleges will critically 

evaluate what college websites have to offer.  Two-year institutions should provide 

common online applications for students to “apply online, as well as track the application 

status online” (Community College Journal, 2008).     

Students must adhere to deadlines, academic calendars, and student handbook 

guidelines.  This information should be accessible on-line.  Talbot (2007, 50) believes 

that a handbook “will provide you with a better understanding of what you should expect 

from your educational institution and what might be expected from you.”   

Many community colleges partner with four-year institutions to retain students.  

Partnerships create a win-win situation, and the ultimate goal is for students to graduate.  

To assist with keeping students focused, institutional partnerships like Western Kentucky 

University (WKU) and Volunteer State Community College (Vol. State) established a 

“block transfer” or a “degree transfer” (Butterfield et al. 2006, 46).  Students admitted 

into Vol. State must complete all classes within the Associate Degree program to receive 

a transfer of credit.  “Students quickly realized that they would need to complete their 

associate degree in order to take advantage of the block transfer at Western Kentucky 

University” (Butterfield et al. 2006, 46).   

 Community colleges are known for open-door policies, and there is no exception 

in financial aid and tuition fees.  Refund policies are an important component in the 

financial aid process.  “The number of prospective partners will grow significantly if the 

online tuition policy is not prohibitive” (Butterfield et al. 2006, 46).  Luedtke (1999, 58) 
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also believes “students interested in enrolling in a distance education course or program 

may have questions about the cost of tuition, related fees and financial aid services.”      

Online orientation offers indispensable information that is traditionally provided 

in-person.  Community colleges should offer online students web based orientation.   The 

goal of online orientation is to give students information about distance learning before 

the semester begins.  Web-based learners should be able to access information online 

such as blackboard, technical support, or syllabus information.  “Orientation sessions 

help students understand their new learning environment” (Luedtke 1999, 59).   

 Online learners with questions about the admissions process should find contact 

information on the website.  Students often need basic information about the institution.  

Traditionally, this information occurs through in-person orientation.  On-line students 

should find web-based orientation available.  In addition, if a student must drop a class 

(within the time frame) refund policies should be clearly posted.  According to Luedtke 

(1999, 58), “admissions must provide, either through its publications or personal 

interaction, information about the institution’s policies concerning tuition and fees, 

refund policies and financial aid.”  Posting contact information establishes rapport 

between students and staff.  It is equally important for a student to receive “prompt 

responses, ongoing feedback, and consumer service” (Schwitzer et al. 2001, 77).    

It is much easier for students and parents to the world of higher education to 

navigate through home pages.  The admissions process for students has improved 

tremendously because colleges constantly update websites.  Well designed websites 

encourage competition between community colleges.  It is now evident that four-year 

institutions can no longer ignore what two-year colleges have to offer.  Meyer (2008, 

142) believes “for many potential students, the home page may be one of their first views 
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of the institution; for others, it may be the view most closely associated with the 

institution.”   

Texas Experience: Admissions 

 Luedtke’s (1999) analysis of forty-four Texas Community College web site rated 

the sites as fair.  For instance, only 5 percent of community colleges provided no 

information for admission support services.  Essential services categories such as course 

guide/catalog 70 percent, admissions contact information 50 percent, explanation of 

tuition and fees 57 percent and criteria for admissions 57 percent services were fair.   

 By 2006, Alston discovered that these services had improved.  93 percent of 

Texas web sites had information on course guide/catalogs; admissions contact 

information jumped to 89 percent; admissions criteria increased to 96 percent; and 

explanation of tuition and fees increased to 89 percent (Alston 2006, 41).   

Registration 

Mary Fagan (2005, 86) evaluated many community college campuses and 

determined “each campus has to deal with registration processes that were developed 

specifically for that campus.  Sometimes those processes involve paper forms required by 

one of the offices to be submitted, even though it’s an online registration process.”  After 

completing the admissions process, a student should receive payment instructions.  

“Many colleges and universities keep distance learning course registration open longer 

than on-campus course registration” Luedtke (1999, 59). 

When a student chooses a university and what classes to take, the student should 

have the ability to pay for registration online.  Students should be able to pay with credit 

card.  Students registering for web-based courses at community colleges should have 

year-round, and twenty-four hour accessibility.  Cross (2000, 157) predicts “registration, 
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in most cases, would be an ongoing process, with the ability to start classes continually 

throughout the year.”   Many community colleges are also adopting text portals16.  Text 

communication enables “students to elect to receive messages about registration, 

financial aid, payment deadlines, campus events and much more” (Snyder 2008, 13).  

 The college must employ policies for students to adhere to for the enrollment 

process to be successful.  Sometimes these “processes mean paper forms are required by 

one of the offices, even though the registration process is online” (Fagan 2005, 86).  

Technical support during registration is imperative for the distance learner as well.  As 

registration becomes more electronic, staff will be “able to devote more time to deal with 

issues that require their assistance or interpretation” (Dear 2005, 116).  It is important for 

community colleges to have online services to increase student enrollment.   

Texas Experience: Registration 

 Luedtke’s (1999) analysis of forty-four Texas Community College web sites 

indicates a need for improvement in online registration support services.  Fifty-nine 

percent of community colleges provided no type of online support services.  For essential 

services, only five percent provided 24-hour registration; 11 percent made support staff 

available during registration; and 25 percent of community colleges made registration 

deadlines available on web sites.  Among important services, only 11 percent of 

community colleges offered year-round registration for distance learning.   

 By 2006, registration support services in Texas Community Colleges increased.  

Only 5 percent of community colleges made no information available for online 

                                                
16 Ivy Tech Community College (ITCC) in Indiana uses text portals to process messages to the student 
body in the event of a “major weather emergency” (Snyder 2008, 1).  Mobile telecommunications has 
served as a primary means of catering to the lifestyles of tech savvy students.  “Push-technology is a data 
delivery method that supplies specific data automatically into the user’s computer or other digital device” 
Lynch et al (2010, 246).  Text portals can be described as digital communication via cellular phone or e-
mail.   
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registration support services.  For essential services, 56 percent of colleges provided 24-

hour registration; 84 percent had online support staff; and 75 percent of colleges had 

information on registration deadlines.  Within online registration support services 

category 77 percent of community colleges offered year-round registration for distance 

learning (Alston 2006, 42).   

Assessment 

Community colleges assess students to improve academic success in post-

secondary learning. It is critical that faculty and staff monitor a student’s progress during 

the course of study.  Failure to assess a student’s progress could damage the reputation of 

faculty and staff, but could also delay or prevent a student’s graduation.  Moore (2009, 

65) suggests monitoring students will help “faculty move into new levels of comfort with 

educational technologies such as online chats, e-mail, message boards, and webinars 

many of which are now used regularly in the classroom with students.”  “All of the 

higher education accrediting agencies encourages institutions to design and implement 

their own unique assessment programs” (Mince, et al. 2008, 14).   

As students become more tech-savvy, “traditional students are increasingly 

enrolling in online classes in order to increase flexibility of their lifestyles” (Stumpf, et al. 

2005, 358).  An institution’s web site should provide ways for the university to assess 

student learning styles, real-world experience and communication skills.  For student 

written and oral communication skills to improve, administrative staff, faculty and 

stakeholders of the “community college need a cohesive assessment and communication 

approach in order to meet their concerns regarding student outcomes” (Syed, et al. 2008, 

846).  With rising enrollment at two-year institutions the time is now for community 

colleges to evaluate assessment strategies.   
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College faculty believes students lack communication, organizational, and study 

skills.  Simmons (2006, 1) found that “professional students are not prepared and not 

taught appropriate and useful study skills prior to entering college ranks.”   

Distance learner’s beginning a college career must choose which placement 

exams to take.  Placement exams help students “to determine if they are ready to tackle 

curriculum courses or if additional help is needed on basic skills” (Spellman 2007, 67).  

Placement exams are not mandatory; however, “students may elect to apply for advanced 

placement” (Luedtke 1999, 66).   

Depending on where the student is enrolled he or she may have the choice of 

taking exams via the Internet or in person at a testing site.  Luedtke (1999, 67), argues  

how  “the test proctoring issue -- including policies regarding proctoring, staffing 

requirements, test material delivery and test retrieval -- must be agreed to by all consortia 

members prior to course implementation.”  For distance learners, test proctoring may be 

the only alternative to demonstrate what they have learned.  “Many community colleges 

require their distance learning students to travel to campus or a designated location to 

take their midterm and final exams in a proctored testing center” (Dalziel 2003, 667).  To 

encourage honesty, test proctoring is one way for faculty and staff to determine if test 

proctoring policies have been successfully implemented.   

A student must master basic skills before advancing to more rigorous courses.  

Counselors sometimes recommend that students enroll in developmental courses such as 

reading, writing, and mathematics.  Cohen and Brawer (2003, 262) argue that students 

should be advised “to enroll in courses on the basis of entrance tests or prior school 

achievement.”   
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As part of the assessment process, faculty may ask students to create a portfolio to 

track progress in a program.  Portfolios assist departmental divisions “learning outcomes 

assessment for community college students and the policy implications of using 

standardized procedures for measuring learning outcomes” (Syed, et al. 2008, 854).   

 Depending on a student’s progress at a community college, their testimonies and 

comments will vary.  Syed and Mojock (2008, 899) maintain “student effort and 

involvement is the critical determinant of the impact of the college, and it is necessary for 

institutions to assess how they can shape their academic, interpersonal, and co curricular 

offerings to encourage student engagement.”    

Texas Experience: Assessment 

 Luedtke (1999) analysis of 44 Texas Community College web sites showed a 

need for more online assessment.  For instance, 86 percent of community colleges did not 

have any online assessment support services.  For essential services, no community 

colleges provided information on student progress; 9 percent of community colleges 

provided data on placement; and only 5 percent of community colleges provided 

information on test delivery/proctoring.  For important services, 5 percent of community 

colleges obtained information on proficiency exams such as CLEP while 5 percent of the 

colleges provided data about student comments. 

 By 2006, some of these online assessment services such as student progress, 93 

percent, proficiency exams, 30 percent, and grade posting, 89 percent, increased.  Only 5 

percent of community colleges lacked any online assessment on web sites.  For essential 

services, 93 percent of colleges provided student progress, 54 percent provided 

information on placement; and 35 percent provided information on test 

delivery/proctoring.  Among important services only 30 percent of community colleges 
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provided information on proficiency exams, while the percentage offering for student 

comments dramatically increased to 84 percent (Alston 2006, 44).    

Advising and Counseling 

 Students who pursue higher education need direction in degree planning, career 

counseling, mastering study skills, and time management.  Advising and counseling can 

help increase student retention and encourage communal environment among students.  

Luedtke (1999, 60) believes that “counselors and advisors can provide valuable services 

by helping students identify their needs, offering support in addressing them, and making 

effective referrals to the appropriate campus or community service or program.”   

 Because students from different backgrounds have different needs, colleges 

should customize advising.  An “academic advisor must begin an advising relationship 

with clear knowledge of institutional academic programs and curricular requirements” 

(Love 2003, 509).  In addition, online academic advisors should provide distance learners 

substantial guidance to avoid pitfalls of registering for classes that are not applicable to 

the degree program.  Schwitzer, et al. (2001, 79) believe “academic advising with adult 

learners thus must promote students understanding about how specific components of an 

overall degree program are interrelated.”   

 The decisions an online student makes can sometimes reflect poor judgment in 

selecting a class.  Advising for distance learners is critical because students “may lean 

toward hasty decisions about coursework and career moves that are unrealistic or do not 

consider all options” (Schwitzer, et al. 2001, 79).  Effective online degree planning 

affects future choices for the student.  Students who make the wrong decisions in 

selecting classes can feel alone and isolated because of wasted time and money.  Amaya 

(2010, 9) emphasizes when an institution “creates awareness” of student support services, 
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“even if the student is currently not in need of them, the students gain knowledge and are 

better prepared to overcome potential obstacles to completion of their degree.”   

 Colleges should advise students about the advantages and disadvantages of 

distance learning compared to traditional education.  Luedtke (1999, 2) compares 

distance learning to traditional education which, “include the separation of teacher and 

student, the use of some type of technology to facilitate communication, and the learner’s 

role as director of the learning process.”  In traditional education, students, advisors, and 

counselors have the advantage of “face-to-face communication” (Wuensch, et al. 2008, 

524).  Students benefit from direct contact with advisors and counselors.  Advising and 

counseling online, on the other hand, must be provided “in formats convenient to 

students” (Spellman 2007, 72).   

 Given the problems some students encounter with distance classes, an institution 

should make available the percentage of completed courses within the distance education 

program.  Luedtke (1999, 62) lists several elements prospective learners should consider 

when pursuing distance learning:  

“How many students graduate in relationship to the number entering? 
What period is needed to achieve a degree? How many course failures are 
recorded? How many courses are repeated? What is the dropout rate? How 
do students’ performance in distance courses compare with their 
performance on campus? How well do they perform on standardized tests? 
Is there evidence that learning is taking place?” 

 
Community colleges should include previous distance learner’s comments in their online 

information.  It is important for prior students to give comments and suggestions as these 

students can help community colleges “improve existing programs and learn lessons as 

they expand into other areas” (Vacik, et al. 2006, 318).   

 Students need effective study and time management skills in order to be 

successful in higher levels of education.  “Study skills seem to be one thing that most 
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students need and can benefit from greatly” (Simmons 2006, 2).  Today’s distance learner 

often deals with responsibilities outside of school such as balancing time between work 

and family.  Time management and organizational skills contribute to effective study 

skills.  If distance learners cannot develop study skills and manage time, they may 

eventually drop out.  Web-based learners should take advantage of options such as 

“tutorials, learning labs, special counseling, peer-group assistance and a variety of other 

aids” (Cohen & Brawer 2003, 277).   

 Every community college campus should have a referral services center to assist 

students.  Vacik, et al. (2006, 313) stipulates more students are “arriving on campus with 

psychological and personal issues that require professional assistance both heightening 

the demand for counseling services and requiring a different approach to pedagogy.”  

Counselors must be attentive to student needs.  It is the counselor’s responsibility to 

“safeguard the academic integrity of the institution and all students’ learning 

environments” (Winston 2003, 497).   

 Students new to higher education may experience some difficulty learning.  It is 

the counselor’s job to provide support.  Distance learners may face unique challenges 

because “they are often less readily able to distinguish between major and minor 

assignments, between major course content and less central information, and the most 

important parts of lectures and readings from less important information” (Schwitzer, et 

al. 2001, 72).  Adult students returning to school may be adjusting to changes in a new 

education environment.  Therefore, adults returning to school can experience a physical, 

mental, and emotional impact.   

 A student’s talent contributes to their major or minor of choice.  Luedtke debates 

that “one of the most important developmental tasks a student must complete is related to 
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career decisions” (1999, 62).  A counselor can have a profound effect on a student’s 

career decision if “information is integrated in a way that is useful for making career 

decisions and developing plans of action” (Winston 2003, 500).   

 Feedback from students who graduate from a two-year college is valuable to 

institutions of learning.  This feedback creates strong relationships between teachers and 

students encouraging mentoring and mediation.  The community college class size is 

often less than the class size at a four-year institution; therefore, a student at a community 

college is more likely to interact with counselors and faculty.  “Faculty can be mentors as 

well which gives students a sense of connection to at least one of their instructors” 

(Spellman 2007, 72).  ”Students can be paired with mentors of similar cultural 

backgrounds to help them understand and use campus resources” (Spellman 2007, 72). 

 Tutoring is crucial to a student’s success in a distance learning program.  The role 

of a tutor “is to encourage, facilitate and support online interactions between students to 

create an online community” (Talbot 2007, 83).  Tutors should also provide guidance 

when a student is experiencing difficulty with a subject matter or an assignment.  If 

faculty and staff cannot help students, a tutor can step in to foster student confidence and 

retention.  Tutors can be highly effective with “regular contact” with a student (Talbot 

2007, 63).   

Texas Experience: Advising and Counseling 

 Luedtke’s (1999) analysis of forty-four Texas Community College web sites 

indicates a weak online presence of advising and counseling.  Among essential services 

such as academic 5 percent; degree planning 5 percent and tutoring 9 percent services 

was poor.  Important services such as career 5 percent; study skills 9 percent and time 

management 9 percent support services were problematic as well.  Services that could be 
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helpful to the distance learner such as the success rate of previous distance learners 0 

percent and referral services 7 percent were poor also.   

 By 2006, advising and counseling services increased.  Thirty-nine percent of 

community colleges provided information for academic advising; while nineteen percent 

of community colleges offered degree planning services and 21 percent of colleges had 

tutoring.  Among important elements such as career counseling increased to 68 percent 

while study skills and time management increased to 26 percent and 21 percent.   

 For services that could be helpful to distance learners the percentage for success 

rates remained at zero while referral services jumped to twelve percent (Alston 2006, 45).  

Learning Resources 

 Distance learners must have access to research materials.  According to Susan 

McKnight (2003, 378) libraries should provide the distance learner with “bibliographic 

and resource materials, principally books.” Web-based information such as the library 

catalog, online full text databases, supplementary course materials and required texts are 

available to students who know how to navigate the library website.  Christine Dalziel of 

the Instructional Telecommunications Council emphasized how the ideal library should 

“provide a variety of online services so distance learning students can renew or order 

books, documents or other materials online; submit a question to a reference librarian; 

order books via interlibrary loan; and access electronic reserves, online databases, 

electronic books, full-text journals, and relevant web sites” (2003, 667).   

Texas Experience: Learning Resources 

 Luedtke’s (1999) analysis of forty-four Texas Community College web sites 

revealed a fair presence of learning resources.  Twenty percent of community colleges 

provided no informational types of support services for learning resources.  Essential 
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services such as library catalog, 70 percent, and on-line full text databases, 48 percent, 

services were in good standing.  Among important factors in distant learner’s success 66 

percent of community colleges participated in the TexShare program.   

 By 2006, many support services increased dramatically.  Ninety-three percent of 

community colleges provided a library catalog while 95 percent of colleges provided on-

line full text databases.  All fifty-seven of the Texas Community Colleges were 

participating in the TexShare program (Alston 2006, 47).   

Other Support Services 

 Luedtke (1999) identified a set of additional important student services that did 

not fit in a single category.  These other support services follow.   

 Because distance learners connect via the Internet, these students should have 

additional support to purchase textbooks and supplies.  Luedtke (1999, 70) states 

“additional concerns relevant to the distance learner include purchasing textbooks and 

supplies, support services provided in more than one language, student health insurance 

policies, and the hours services are available.”   Students can save time by paying online 

and having materials mailed to their residence.  “Many community college online 

bookstores offer textbook reservation systems so students can order textbooks online to 

pick up when they visit the bookstore or receive via mail” (Dalziel 2003, 667). 

 Laboratory facilities are often a component of foreign language, mathematics or a 

science classes.  Laboratories usually provide computer equipment as well as other 

resources.  Alston (2006) believes “regional centers are also beneficial for community 

colleges in providing student support services.”    

Immigrants have significantly increased student enrollment.  Large populations of 

Hispanic immigrants have made Spanish a common language in America and a number 
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of Latino students face language barriers.  “To assimilate with the college culture, 

Spanish speaking students must be able to communicate effectively” (Spellman 2007, 

69).   

 Student health insurance at community colleges is limited.  Some of the 

contributing factors include “high proportions of students at two-year public colleges 

attend part-time come from minority groups” (Pekow, 2008).  Other students attending 

community colleges are still living with their parents.  According to a survey from the 

United States Government Accountability Office (USGAO), “80 percent of college 

students aged 18 through 23 are insured, but most through plans not offered by the 

college” (Pekow 2008, 1).  The USGAO discovered students are “insured by employer-

sponsored plans, such as parents’ plans that include dependents, Medicaid, the State 

Children’s Health Insurance Program and other public health programs” (Pekow 2008, 

1).   

Texas Experience: Other Support Services 

 Luedtke’s (1999) analysis of forty-four Texas Community College web sites 

indicated a need for improvement.  For example, 48 percent of community colleges 

provided no support services.  Among essential services such as hours of services 

available, 23 percent, and purchasing textbooks and supplies, 20 percent, services were 

poor.  Important factors in a distant learner’s success such as regional centers 34 percent 

services were fair.  In addition, services helpful to distant learner’s such as languages 

other than English, 5 percent, and student health insurance, 7 percent, services was poor.   

 By 2006, there were slight increases regarding other support services.  For 

instance, the number of community colleges not offering any informational support 

services decreased to 16 percent.  Twenty-three percent of community colleges provided 
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information on service hours available while, 77 percent of colleges had information on 

purchasing textbooks and supplies.  Important factors in a distant learner’s success such 

as regional centers increased to 37 percent.  Lastly, the use of languages other than 

English and student health insurance increased to 11 percent and 7 percent (Alston 2006, 

48).   

Summary of Conceptual Framework17 

 This chapter explored the framework Luedtke used to assess on-line support 

services at Texas Community Colleges.  The framework is summarized in Table 5.1.  

Table 5.1 also links each item in the framework to scholarly literature.   

 

                                                
17 For more information on the process used to develop conceptual frameworks for Texas State 
Applied Research Projects see Shields (1998) and Shields and Tajalli (2006).   
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Table 5.1 Student Support Services Model Linked to the Literature 
 

Information/Technical Support 
Elements Source 

Assumptions about technological 
competence and skills 

Alston 2006; Luedtke 1999; Stumpf et al. 
2005; Wuensch 2008 

Technical support staff Alston 2006; Luedtke 1999; Spellman 
2007; Stumpf et al. 2005 

Information management skills – going 
online, retrieving and evaluating 
information 

Alston 2006; Lewis et al. 1995; Luedtke 
1999; Milliron and Miles 2000; Pollard 
2007 

Log-on information, communications 
parameters, technical equipment 
requirements 

Alston 2006; Luedtke 1999; Steinbronn 
and Merideth 2005 

Guides, tutorials, instructions for using 
technology 

Alston 2006; Barratt 2003; Luedtke 1999; 
Steinbronn and Meredith 2005;  

Opportunity to practice sending and 
receiving files, becoming familiar with 
system 

Alston 2006; Luedtke 1999; Rubens and 
Southard 2005; Stella and Gnanam 2004 

Ethical how-to’s; confidentiality; privacy Alston 2006; Cisco 2008; Luedtke 1999; 
SREB 2009 

Admissions 
Elements Source 

Comparison of on-site and distance 
learning costs 

Alston 2006; Jewett 2003; Luedtke 1999 

Course/degree requirements Alston 2006; Luedtke 1999; Cross 2000 
Course guide/catalog Alston 2006; Luedtke 1999; Rosenbaum et 

al 2006 
Criteria for admissions Alston 2006; Davis 2005; Luedtke 1999 
Additional admissions requirements for 
distance learning 

Alston 2006; Luedtke 1999 

Application – institution Alston 2006; Community College Journal 
2008; Luedtke 1999 

Application – common Alston 2006; Community College Journal 
2008; Luedtke 1999 

Deadlines clearly stated Alston 2006; Luedtke 1999; Talbot 2007 
Academic calendar Alston 2006; Luedtke 1999; Talbot 2007 
Student handbook Alston 2006; Luedtke 1999; Talbot 2007 
Transfer of credit – explanation – specific 
to distance learning 

Alston 2006; Butterfield et al. 2006; 
Luedtke 1999 

Transfer of credit – explanation – students 
leaving 

Alston 2006; Butterfield et al. 2006; 
Luedtke 1999 

Financial aid Alston 2006; Butterfield et al. 2006; 
Luedtke 1999 

Explanation of tuition and fees Alston 2006; Butterfield et al. 2006; 
Luedtke 1999 

Refund policies Alston 2006; Luedtke 1999; Meyer 2008 
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Admissions Continued 
Orientation Alston 2006; Luedtke 1999; Meyer 2008 
Admissions contact information Alston 2006; Luedtke 1999; Schwitzer et 

al. 2001 
Registration 

Elements Source 
Year-round registration for distance 
learning 

Alston 2006; Luedtke 1999; Milliron and 
Miles 2000 

Registration - deadlines Alston 2006; Luedtke 1999; Synder 2008 
Payment policies Alston 2006; Fagan 2005; Luedtke 1999 
Registration – instructions Alston 2006; Fagan 2005; Luedtke 1999 
Payment by credit card Alston 2006; Cross 2000; Luedtke 1999 
Support staff available during registration 
period 

Alston 2006; Dear 2005; Luedtke 1999 

24-hour registration Alston 2006; Luedtke 1999; Milliron and 
Miles 2000 

Assessment 
Elements Source 

Assessment, learning styles Alston 2006; Luedtke 1999; Schwitzer 
2001; Spellman 2007 

Assessment, real-world experience Alston 2006; Comeaux 2005; Guerin 2009; 
Luedtke 1999; Syed 2008; Vacik, Nadler 
and Miller 2007; Wuensch 2008 

Assessment, communication skills Alston 2006; Comeaux 2005; Luedtke 
1999; Moore 2009; Simmons 2006; Stumpf 
et al 2005; Syed et al 2008; Wuensch 2008 

Assessment, placement Alston 2006; Joshi et al 2009; Lester 2006; 
Luedtke 1999; Moore 2009; Simmons 
2006; Spellman 2007 

Assessment, information on test 
delivery/proctoring 

Alston 2006; Luedtke 1999; Dalziel 2003;  
 

Assessment, proficiency exams (CleP) Alston 2006; Cohen & Brawer 2003; Joshi 
et al 2009; Luedtke 1999; Simmons 2006; 
Syed et al. 2008 

Assessment, basic skills Alston 2006; Luedtke 1999; Moore 2009; 
Rosenbaum 2006; Simmons 2006 

Assessment, clearly defined guidelines on 
testing policy 

Alston 2006; Luedtke 1999 

Assessment, performance based (portfolio) Alston 2006; Luedtke 1999; Syed et al. 
2008 

Assessment, grade posting Alston 2006; Luedtke 1999 
Assessment, student progress Alston 2006; Luedtke 1999; Syed et al. 

2008 
Assessment, student’s comments program Alston 2006; Luedtke 1999; Syed et al. 

2008 
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Advising and Counseling 
Elements Source 

Advising, academic Alston 2006; Love 2003; Luedtke 1999; 
Schwitzer et al. 2001 

Advising, degree planning  Alston 2006; Amaya 2010; Luedtke 1999; 
Schwitzer et al. 2001 

Advising, comparison distance learning 
and traditional education 

Alston 2006; Luedtke 1999; Spellman 
2007; Stumpf et al. 2005; Wuensch 2008 

Advising, success rate of previous  
distance learners 

Alston 2006; Luedtke 1999; Vacik et al. 
2006 

Counseling, study skills Alston 2006; Cohen & Brawer 2003; 
Luedtke 1999; Simmons 2006; Talbot 2007 

Counseling, time management Alston 2006; Cohen & Brawer 2003; 
Luedtke 1999; Simmons 2006; Talbot 2007 

Counseling, referral services Alston 2006; Luedtke 1999; Vacik et al. 
2006; Winston 2003;  

Counseling, learning difficulties Alston 2006; Luedtke 1999; Schwitzer et 
al. 2001 

Counseling, career Alston 2006; Luedtke 1999; Winston 2003 
Counseling, mediation with instructor Alston 2006; Luedtke 1999; Spellman 2007 
Counseling, mentoring Alston 2006; Luedtke 1999; Spellman 2007 
Counseling, tutoring Alston 2006; Luedtke 1999; Talbot 2007 

Learning Resources 
Elements Source 

Library catalog Alston 2006; Luedtke 1999; Dalziel 2003 
On-line full-text databases Alston 2006; Luedtke 1999; Dalziel 2003 
Supplementary course materials Alston 2006; Luedtke 1999; Dalziel 2003 
Electronic document delivery Alston 2006; Luedtke 1999; Dalziel 2003 
Required texts Alston 2006; Luedtke 1999; Dalziel 2003 

Other Support Services 
Elements Source 

Hours services available Alston 2006; Luedtke 1999 
Purchasing textbooks and supplies Alston 2006; Dalziel 2003; Luedtke 1999 
Laboratory facilities Alston 2006; Luedtke 1999; Milliron and 

Miles 2000 
Regional centers Alston 2006; Luedtke 1999 
Languages other than english Alston 2006; Luedtke 1999; Spellman 2007 
Student health insurance Alston 2006; Luedtke 1999; Pekow 2008 
 

Chapter Summary 

 This chapter defined the elements of the conceptual framework of online student 

support services.  The chapter also explored assessments of Texas community colleges by 

Luedtke (1999) and Alston (2006).  The research included the Texas statistic to 
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demonstrate how online support services improved during the time since Luedtke and 

Alston’s applied research projects.   

 The next chapter discusses the descriptive research method, content analysis, and 

how online support services in the four Southern states were analyzed.   
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Chapter 6:  Methodology18 

Chapter Purpose  

 The purpose of this chapter is to explain the methodological process that is used 

to analyze online community college support services in Tennessee, Alabama, 

Mississippi and Arkansas. Like Alston (2006) and Luedtke (1999), this study uses 

content analysis to examine Community College websites to assess the “level of student 

support services offered to distance courses” (Alston, 2005).  The research analyzes fifty-

eight community colleges from May 31, 2010 to July 15, 2010, to determine the status of 

online student support services for web-based learners.   

Research Technique 

 The objective of content analysis is to “study recorded human communications” 

(Babbie 2007, p. 320).  Content analysis is appropriate for this descriptive project 

because the project addresses “classic questions of communications research of what, to 

whom, why, how and with what effect” (Babbie 2007, 320).   

 Websites pertaining to any agency, organization or company constitute electronic 

communication.  The elements within the conceptual framework are the units of 

observation, and the electronic support services are the units of analysis.  Elements in the 

conceptual framework are separate entities/units that collect data from different types of 

online support services.  The electronic support services within each unit were given 

scores to determine their existence.  Elements in the conceptual framework include 

information/technical support; admissions; assessment; registration; advising and 

counseling; learning resources; and other student support services such as student health 

                                                
18 *For more Texas State Applied Research Projects that use content analysis see Stewart (2009), Brady (2010), 
Goldberg (2009), Zech (2008), Ari (2007), Fields (2006), Martinez (2006), and Bowman (2005).   
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insurance and laboratory centers.  The framework categorizes the content within each of 

the elements.   

 This study uses the same coding sheet as Luedtke (1999) and Alston (2006).  

Luedtke and Alston developed it using the framework outlined in Chapter Five.  Table 

6.1 presents an operationalization table of the conceptual framework for Luedtke’s 

Student Support Services Model.   

 Table 6.1 Operationalization of the Conceptual Framework 

Descriptive Type 
Categories 

Research 
Methods 

Evidence Sources 

Information/Technical 
Support 
Assumptions about 
technological staff 
Technical support staff 
Information management 
skills – going online, 
retrieving and evaluation 
information 
Log-on information, 
communications 
parameters, technical 
equipment requirements 
Guides, tutorials, 
instructions for using 
technology 
Opportunity to practice 
sending and receiving 
files, becoming familiar 
with system 
Ethical how-to’s; 
confidentiality; privacy 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Content 
Analysis 

 
Websites with active links to an 
internal page describing services 
within the context of a traditional 
campus-based education setting 

are assigned a “no.” 
 

Items that are accessible by active 
links from internal pages relevant 

to the distance learner are assigned 
a “yes.” 

 
Items that are available by way of 

more than non-print method of 
interaction are assigned a “yes.” 

 
Items that are clearly identified as 

student support services for 
distance learners are assigned a 

“yes.” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Institutional 

Website 

Admissions 
Comparison of on-site and 
distance learning costs 
Course/degree 
requirements 
Course guide/catalog 
Criteria for admissions 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Websites with active links to an 
internal page describing services 
within the context of a traditional 
campus-based education setting 

are assigned a “no.” 
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Admissions 
Comparison of on-site and 
distance learning costs 
Course/degree 
requirements 
Course guide/catalog 
Criteria for admissions 
Additional admissions 
requirements for distance 
learning 
Application – institution 
Application – common 
Deadlines clearly stated 
Academic calendar 
Student handbook 
Transfer of credit – 
explanation – specific to 
distance learning 
Transfer of credit – 
explanation – students 
leaving 
Financial aid 
Explanation of tuition and 
fees 
Refund policies 
Orientation 
Admissions contact 
information 

 
 
Content 
Analysis 

Items that are accessible by active 
links from internal pages relevant 

to the distance learner are assigned 
a “yes.” 

 
Items that are available by way of 

more than non-print method of 
interaction are assigned a “yes.” 

 
Items that are clearly identified as 

student support services for 
distance learners are assigned a 

“yes.” 

 
 
Institutional 

Website 

Descriptive Type 
Categories 

Research 
Methods 

Evidence Sources 

Registration 
Year-round registration 

for distance learning 
Registration – deadlines 
Payment policies 
Registration – instructions 
Payment by credit card 
Support staff available 
during registration period 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Websites with active links to an 
internal page describing services 
within the context of a traditional 
campus-based education setting 

are assigned a “no.” 
 

Items that are accessible by active 
links from internal pages relevant 

to the distance learner are assigned 
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Registration 
Year-round registration 

for distance learning 
Registration – deadlines 
Payment policies 
Registration – instructions 
Payment by credit card 
Support staff available 
during registration period 
24-hour registration 

Content 
Analysis 

a “yes.” 
 

Items that are available by way of 
more than non-print method of 

interaction are assigned a “yes.” 
 

Items that are clearly identified as 
student support services for 

distance learners are assigned a 
“yes.” 

 
 
 
 

Institutional 
Website 

 
Assessment 

Assessment, learning 
styles 
Assessment, real-world 
experience 
Assessment, 
communication skills 
Assessment, placement 
Assessment, information 
on test delivery/proctoring 
Assessment, proficiency 
exams (CleP) 
Assessment, basic skills 
Assessment, clearly 
defined guidelines on 
testing policy 
Assessment, performance 
based (portfolio) 
Assessment, grade posting 
Assessment, student 
progress 
Assessment, student’s 
comments program 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Content 
Analysis 

 
Websites with active links to an 
internal page describing services 
within the context of a traditional 
campus-based education setting 

are assigned a “no.” 
 

Items that are accessible by active 
links from internal pages relevant 

to the distance learner are assigned 
a “yes.” 

 
Items that are available by way of 

more than non-print method of 
interaction are assigned a “yes.” 

 
Items that are clearly identified as 

student support services for 
distance learners are assigned a 

“yes.” 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Institutional 
Website 

Advising and Counseling Research Evidence Sources 
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Methods 
Advising, academic 
Advising, degree planning 
Advising, comparison 
distance learning and 
traditional education 
Advising, success rate of 
previous distance learners 
Counseling, study skills 
Counseling, time 
management 
Counseling, referral 
services 
Counseling, learning 
difficulties 
Counseling, career 
Counseling, mediation 
with instructor 
Counseling, mentoring 
Counseling, tutoring 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Content 
Analysis 

Websites with active links to an 
internal page describing services 
within the context of a traditional 
campus-based education setting 

are assigned a “no.” 
 

Items that are accessible by active 
links from internal pages relevant 

to the distance learner are assigned 
a “yes.” 

 
Items that are available by way of 

more than non-print method of 
interaction are assigned a “yes.” 

 
Items that are clearly identified as 

student support services for 
distance learners are assigned a 

“yes.” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Institutional 
Website 

 
 

Learning 
Resources 

Research 
Method 

Evidence Sources 

Library Catalog 
On-line full-text 
databases 
Supplementary 
course materials 
Electronic document 
delivery 
Required texts 

 
 
 

Content 
Analysis 

Websites with active links to an 
internal page describing 

services within the context of a 
traditional campus-based 

education setting are assigned a 
“no.” 

 
Items that are accessible by 

active links from internal pages 
relevant to the distance learner 

are assigned a “yes.” 
 

Items that are available by way 
of more than non-print method 

of interaction are assigned a 
“yes.” 

 
Items that are clearly identified 
as student support services for 
distance learners are assigned a 
“yes.” 

 
 
 
Institutional 
Website 

Other Support 
Services 

Research 
Method 

Evidence Sources 
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Hours services 
available 
Purchasing 
textbooks and 
supplies 
Laboratory facilities 
Regional centers 
Languages other 
than english 
Student health 
insurance 

 
 
 
 
 

Content 
Analysis 

Websites with active links to an 
internal page describing 

services within the context of a 
traditional campus-based 

education setting are assigned a 
“no.” 

 
Items that are accessible by 

active links from internal pages 
relevant to the distance learner 

are assigned a “yes.” 
 

Items that are available by way 
of more than non-print method 

of interaction are assigned a 
“yes.” 

 
Items that are clearly identified 
as student support services for 
distance learners are assigned a 

“yes.” 

 
 
 
 
 

Institutional 
Website 

 
 
Strengths and Weakness of Content Analysis 

 Content analysis contains strengths and weaknesses, just as other research 

methods.  According to Babbie “the greatest advantage of content analysis is its economy 

in terms of both time and money” (Babbie 2007, 330).  Graduate students and/or 

researchers do not face financial or time constraints with descriptive research.  In 

addition, mistakes in surveys or experiments are permitted.  If mistakes are made during 

the experimental or survey, it is not necessary to “recode all of the data.  “A portion of 

the data can be recoded” (Babbie 2007, 330).  Third, Babbie states that content analysis 

“permits the study of processes occurring over a long time” (Babbie 2007, p. 330).  For 

instance, the history of African-Americans in education from the civil war to present day 

was observed.  A final advantage of content analysis is that information will “seldom 

have any effect on the subject being studied” (Babbie 2007, 330).  Content analysis will 

not affect community college websites in this research project.   
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 Babbie outlines some disadvantages of content analysis. For instance, the process 

“is limited to the examination of recorded human communications” (Babbie 2007, 330).  

A survey of users would perhaps give human insight into web design or accessibility not 

found through content analysis.  Also as technology changes, the elements in the 

conceptual framework may change as well.  Another disadvantage of using content 

analysis is the limitation of reliability.  While researchers can code data at any time, 

“there’s probably nothing you can do after the fact to ensure greater reliability in 

observation and categorization” (Babbie 2007, 330).   

 Some of the study’s community college web sites were very organized while 

other web sites were not.  The average time spent analyzing web sites was approximately 

an hour and ten minutes.  Some well organized institutional web sites took less than thirty 

minutes to evaluate.   

Population of Study 

 The population of the study is institutional community college web sites in 

Mississippi, Alabama, Arkansas and Tennessee.  In the Texas Research project 

Experience, Luedtke (1999) evaluated forty-four community college web sites and Alston 

(2006) analyzed fifty-seven community college websites.   

 This research includes sixty-five community colleges from the Deep South.  Eight 

were eliminated because of some colleges combining into other institutions of learning 

and “multiple community colleges within a district sharing one-institutional website” 

(Alston 2006, 35).    

 The sampling frame for this research consists of fifty-eight community colleges.  

These institutions originate from a list of websites such as the Southern Region Education 

Board, American Association of Community Colleges, Commission on Colleges of the 
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Southern Association of Colleges and Schools, Southern Association of Colleges and 

Schools, and the Tennessee Board of Regents Program.  Table 6.2 presents a listing of the 

community colleges.   
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Table 6.2 Community Colleges used in study 

Alabama Arkansas Mississippi19 Tennessee20 
Alabama Southern 
Community 
College21 

Cossatot 
Community College 
– University of AR 

Coahoma 
Community College 

Chattanooga State 
Community College 

Bevill State 
Community College 

East Arkansas 
Community College 

Copiah – Lincoln 
Community College 

Cleveland State 
Community College 

Bishop State 
Community College 

Mid-South 
Community College 

East Central 
Community College 

Columbia State 
Community College 

Central Alabama 
Community College 

National Park 
Community College 

East Mississippi 
Community College 

Dyersburg State 
Community College 

Chatahoochee 
Valley Community 
College 

North West 
Arkansas 
Community College 

Hinds Community 
College 

Jackson State 
Community College 

Enterprise Ozark 
Community College 

Phillips Community 
College of the Univ. 
of Arkansas 

Holmes Community 
College 

Motlow State 
Community College 

Gadsden State 
Community College 

Rich Mountain 
Community College 

Itawamba 
Community College 

Nashville State 
Community College 

James H. Faulkner 
Community College 

South Arkansas 
Community College 

Jones County Junior 
College 

Northeast State 
Community College 

Jefferson Davis 
Community College 

Univ. of Arkansas 
Community College 
- Batesville 

Meridian 
Community College 

Pellissippi State 
Community College 

Jefferson State 
Community College 

Univ. of Arkansas 
Community College 
- Hope 

Mississippi Delta 
Community College 

Roane State 
Community College 

John C. Calhoun 
State Community 
College 

Univ. of Arkansas 
Community College 
- Morrilton 

Mississippi Gulf 
Coast Community 
College 

Southwest 
Tennessee 
Community College 

Lawson State 
Community 
College22 

 Northeast 
Mississippi 
Community College 

Volunteer State 
Community College 

Lurleen B. Wallace 
Community College 

 Northwest 
Mississippi 
Community College 

Walters State 
Community College 

Northeast Alabama 
Community College 

 Pearl River 
Community College 

 

Shelton State 
Community College 

   

                                                
19 All 15 community colleges in Mississippi constitute the Mississippi Virtual Community College system, 
www.msvcc.org.  
20 All 13 community colleges in Tennessee are a part of the Regents Online Degree Program, www.rodp.org.  RODP is 
a consortium of 26 technology centers, 13 community colleges and six universities.   
21 Ranked 20th in America’s Best Community Colleges in 2010 College Rankings 
22 Ranked 39th in America’s Best Community Colleges in 2010 College Rankings 
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Southern Union 
State Community 
College 

   

Wallace Community 
College 

   

Wallace Community 
College - Selma 

   

 

Coding Sheet 

 A coding sheet assists in the analysis of community college websites in the 

Southern states.  The seven elements from the conceptual framework enabled “the 

researcher to identify and document whether specific types of information or services are 

available to distance learners” (Luedtke 1999, 106).  If items were available for distance 

learners then a 1 (yes) was assigned; and if items were not present on a website, then a 0 

(no) was given.  Luedtke (1999) and Alston (2006) used the criteria below to collect data: 

• Websites with active links to an internal page describing services within the 
context of a traditional campus-based education setting are assigned a “no.” 

• Items that are accessible by active links from internal pages relevant to the 
distance learner are assigned a “yes.” 

• Items that are available by way of more than one non-print method of interaction 
are assigned a “yes.” 

• Items that are clearly identified as student support service for distance learners are 
assigned “yes.” 

 

 Some of the community colleges did not provide a search box to locate specific 

items.  Several of the items, such as student health insurance, ethics, on-line self 

assessment exams, comparison of on-site and distance learning costs, and registration 

were found using the website’s search box, the student handbook, or the online catalog.  

Table 6.3 outlines the coding sheet for the descriptive research method.   
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Table 6.3 Coding Sheet for Collecting Data 

Variable Descriptive Type Categories Research Method 
1(Yes)     0(No) 

Notes 

Information/Technical Support 
IT 1 Assumptions about 

technological competence 
and skills of the student 

  

IT 2 Technical support staff   
IT 3 Information management 

skills 
  

IT 4 Log-on information   
IT 5 Guides, tutorials   
IT 6 Opportunity to practice 

sending and receiving files 
  

IT 7 Ethics & confidentiality   
Admissions 
ADM 1 Comparison of on-site & 

distance learning costs 
  

ADM 2 Course/degree requirements   
ADM 3 Course guide/catalog   
ADM 4 Criteria for admissions   
ADM 5 Additional admissions 

requirements 
  

ADM 6 Application – institution   
ADM 7 Application – common   
ADM 8 Deadlines clearly stated   
ADM 9 Academic calendar   
ADM 10 Student handbook   
ADM 11 Transfer of credit – specific 

to distance learning 
  

ADM 12 Transfer of credit – 
explanation – students 
leaving 

  

ADM 13 Financial aid   
ADM 14 Explanation of tuition and 

fees 
  

ADM 15 Refund policies   
ADM 16 Orientation   
ADM 17 Admissions contact 

information 
  

Registration 
R 1 Year-round registration for 

distance learning 
  

R 2 Registration – deadlines   
R 3 Payment policies   
R 4 Registration – instructions   
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Registration Continued 
R 5 Payment by credit card   
R 6 Support staff available during 

registration 
  

R 7 24 – hour registration   
Assessment 
ASMT 1 Assessment, learning styles   
ASMT 2 Assessment, real-world 

experience 
  

ASMT 3 Assessment, communication 
Skills 

  

ASMT 4 Assessment, placement   
ASMT 5 Assessment, information on 

test delivery/proctoring 
  

ASMT 6 Assessment, proficiency 
exams (CleP) 

  

ASMT 7 Assessment, basic skills   
ASMT 8 Assessment, clearly defined 

guidelines on testing policy 
  

ASMT 9 Assessment, performance 
based (portfolio) 

  

ASMT 10 Assessment, grade posting   
ASMT 11 Assessment, student progress   
ASMT 12 Assessment, student’s 

comments program 
  

Advising and Counseling 
AC 1 Advising, academic   
AC 2 Advising, degree planning   
AC 3 Advising, comparison 

distance learning and 
traditional education 

  

AC 4 Advising, success rate of 
previous distance learners 

  

AC 5 Counseling, study skills   
AC 6 Counseling, time 

management 
  

AC 7 Counseling, referral services   
AC 8 Counseling, learning 

difficulties 
  

AC 9 Counseling, career   
AC 10 Counseling, mediation with 

instructor 
  

AC 11 Counseling, mentoring   
AC 12 Counseling, tutoring   
Learning Resources  
LR 1 Library catalog   
LR 2 On-line full-text databases   
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Learning Resources 
LR 3 Electronic document delivery   
LR 4 Supplementary course 

materials 
  

LR 5 Required texts   
Other Support Services 
OSS 1 Hours services available   
OSS 2 Purchasing textbooks & 

supplies 
  

OSS 3 Laboratory facilities   
OSS 4 Regional centers   
OSS 5 Languages other than english   
OSS 6 Student health insurance   
 

Chapter Summary 

 Chapter six outlines the objective of content analysis performed to this research.  

Data was collected by evaluating community college websites in Alabama, Arkansas, 

Mississippi, and Tennessee.    

 The next chapter describes the results of essential services, important factors and 

services helpful to distance learners.   
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Chapter 7:  Results 

Chapter Purpose 
 

 This chapter summarizes the results of the content analysis of community college 

web sites in Tennessee, Alabama, Mississippi, and Arkansas.  The analysis focuses on 

online student support services.  First, the research offers an overall analysis of support 

services of the fifty-eight institutions in the four states.  Next, the research analyzes the 

data by state.  Allyson Alston’s (2006) Texas system results appear as a point of 

comparison.  Institutional websites with exceptional presentations are highlighted as best 

practices.  Finally, Cherry Beth Luedtke (1999) organized her results by prioritizing 

services in each category.  Using her experience as a community college librarian and 

administrator, Luedtke classified services as “Essential” to distant learners; “Important” 

to distant learners; and Helpful to distance learners.  This research retains Luedtke’s 

classification scheme.   

 
Information/Technical Support: Overall Results 
 
Table 7.1 Information Technical Support for Community Colleges in Alabama, 
Arkansas, Mississippi, and Tennessee 
 
Information Technical Support  N = 58 
Essential to distance learners Frequency Percentage 
Guides, tutorials, instructions for using 
technology 

55 95% 

Technical support staff 54 93% 
Log-on information, communications 
parameters, technical equipment 

54 93% 

Important to distance learners 
Ethical how-to’s; confidentiality; privacy 49 84% 
Assumptions about technological 
competence and skills  

49 84% 

Information management skills – going 
online, retrieving and evaluation 
information 
 

47 81% 
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Helpful to distance learners 
Opportunity to practice sending and 
receiving files, becoming familiar with 
system 

42 72% 

Number of colleges that do not provide 
any online support services 

22 38% 

Number of colleges providing 1-3 services 56 97% 
Number of colleges providing 4-7 services 53 92% 

 
 Overall 90 percent of the community colleges in Arkansas, Alabama, Mississippi, 

and Tennessee provide essential information and technical support services such as 

technical support staff and log-on information to their students.  (See Table 7.1)  Seventy-

two percent of community colleges in the four states offer students the opportunity to 

practice sending and receiving files prior to the first day of classes.  Eighty-four percent 

obtained information about ethical and confidentiality issues, assumptions about 

technological competence and skills, and information management skills.  To conclude, 

at least 97 percent of community colleges provide one of three services while 92 percent 

of community colleges provide four of seven technical support services.  

State Analysis  

 Community colleges in the four states need to increase important services such as 

information on ethical how-to and confidentiality.  Eighty-four percent of the institutions 

provided these services.  As a group, the 2010 Southern Rural States had better online 

services than the Texas web sites of 2006.  Well under 90 percent of the Texas colleges 

provided these services online (Alston 2006, 39).  (See Table 7.2) 
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Table 7.2 Informational Technical Support: Southern States and Texas 

Information Technical Support  N=19 
Alabama 

N=11 
Arkansas 

N=15 
Mississippi 

N=13 
Tennessee 

N=57 
Texas* 
2006 

Essential to distance learners 
Guides, tutorials, instructions 
for using technology 

95% 82% 100% 100% 63% 

Technical support staff 100% 64% 100% 100% 82% 
Log-on information, 
communications parameters, 
technical equipment 

95% 73% 100% 100% 89% 

Important to distance learners 
Ethical how-to’s; 
confidentiality; privacy 

79% 82% 87% 92% 16% 

Assumptions about 
technological competence and 
skills  

79% 55% 100% 100% 72% 

Information management skills 
– going online, retrieving and 
evaluation information 

84% 64% 73% 100% 39% 

Helpful to distance learners 
Opportunity to practice sending 
and receiving files, becoming 
familiar with system 

74% 45% 73% 92% 23% 

*Alston (2006, 39) 

 Overall results show that Mississippi and Tennessee retain higher percentages of 

compliance regarding information/technical support. Alabama came in third in this 

category, and Arkansas last.  Some of the technical support services ranked highest 

among the four states include essential support staff, guides and tutorials and log-on 

information.  Technical support services ranked low for Alabama at 74 percent, Arkansas 

45 percent and Mississippi 73 percent.  Tennessee scored 92 percent in this category.  

Mississippi 87 percent and Tennessee 92 percent scored very well in the sub-element of 

ethics, while Alabama and Arkansas scored only 79 percent and 82 percent.  All four 

states use some type of course management system to assist web-based learning students 

and faculty; such as WebCT, Blackboard, or Desire2Learn.  Many of the community 
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college websites provide guides, tutorials, and contact information for the helpdesk staff 

in the event the distance learner has questions about navigating through the site.   

 Mississippi and Tennessee are doing the best job providing information technical 

support offering twenty-four seven Mississippi Virtual Community College (MSVCC) 

and Regents Online Degree Program (RODP).  Students who wish to pursue an online 

education in Mississippi and Tennessee have an opportunity to receive a substantial 

amount of online technical services.    

Admissions 

 Alston (2005, 40) states “the admissions process is usually the first point of 

contact for the distance learner.”  Therefore, all of the categories listed under admissions 

must be explained thoroughly on the web site to avoid confusion.  Table 7.3 below 

summates the frequency and percentage of admissions.   

Table 7.3 Admissions for Community Colleges in Alabama, Arkansas, Mississippi, 
and Tennessee 

Admissions N = 58 
Essential to distance learners Frequency Percentage 
Course guide/catalog 57 98% 
Criteria for admissions 57 98% 
Financial aid 57 98% 
Admissions contact information 57 98% 
Explanation of transfer of credit – students 
leaving program 

57 98% 

Explanation of tuition and fees 57 98% 
Deadlines clearly stated 57 98% 
Academic calendar 57 98% 
Application – institution 55 95% 
Course/degree requirements 54 93% 
Important to distance learners 
Refund Policies 54 93% 
Application - Common 47 81% 
Student Handbook 45 78% 
Helpful to distance learners 
Orientation 35 60% 
Comparison of on-site and distance 
learning costs 

37 64% 
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Additional admissions requirements for 
distance learning 

25 43% 

Explanation of transfer of credit – specific 
to distance learning 

0 0% 

Number of colleges that do not provide 
any online support services 

58 100% 

Number of colleges providing 1- 10 
services 

57 98% 

Number of colleges providing 11-13 
services 

57 98% 

Number of colleges providing 14-17 
services 

41 71% 

 

 The distance learner support services findings in the admissions category are 

excellent in all states in several categories, but there is a need for improvement in other 

services.  Nearly 98 percent of the community colleges in all states provide information 

online regarding financial aid, course guide/catalog, criteria for admissions, and contact 

information.  In addition, over 80 percent of colleges list refund policies and offer a 

common application.  The accessibility of financial aid online can be credited “Federal 

Application for Student Aid (FAFSA)” (Alston 2005, 42).  However, only 64 percent of 

colleges list information comparing on-site and distance learning costs and only 60 

percent of colleges offer online orientation.  Results also reveal at least 95 percent of 

community colleges provide information on the academic calendar, application for the 

institution, and admissions contact information.  In conclusion, 98 percent of colleges 

provide 11 of 13 services while only 71 percent provide 14 of 17 services.   

State Analysis 

 Essential services for community colleges in the Texas study revealed good 

results as compared to the 2010 Southern states study.  For example, 96 percent of the 

community colleges gave online criteria for admissions while 95 percent of the two-year 

institutions provided information for applications.  Seventy percent of colleges provided 
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information for student handbook and refund policies.  On the other hand, 16 percent of 

Texas community colleges offered information on transfer of credits specific to distance 

learning, while colleges in the Southern states study provided no information.  (See Table 

7.4) 

 
Table 7.4 Admissions: Southern States and Texas 
 
Admissions N=19 

Alabama 
N=11 
Arkansas23 

N=15 
Mississippi 

N=13 
Tennessee 

N=57 
Texas* 
2006 

Essential to distance learners 
Course guide/catalog 100% 91% 100% 100% 93% 
Criteria for Admissions 100% 91% 100% 100% 96% 

Financial aid 100% 91% 100% 100% 100% 
Admissions contact information 100% 91% 100% 100% 89% 
Transfer of credit – explanation-
students leaving program 

100% 91% 100% 100% 54% 

Explanation of tuition and fees 100% 91% 100% 100% 84% 
Deadlines clearly stated 100% 91% 100% 100% 70% 
Academic calendar 100% 91% 100% 100% 91% 
Application – institution 100% 91% 93% 92% 95% 
Course/degree requirements 100% 73% 93% 100% 89% 
Important to distance learners 
Application – common 100% 9% 100% 92% 7% 
Student handbook 74% 73% 80% 85% 70% 
Refund policies 95% 73% 100% 100% 70% 
Helpful to distance learners 
Orientation 58% 18% 67% 92% 28% 
Comparison of on-site and 
distance learning costs 

53% 55% 73% 77% 25% 

Additional admissions 
requirements for distance 
learning 

42% 27% 40% 62% 9% 

Explanation of transfer credit-
specific to distance learning 

0% 0% 0% 0% 16% 

*Alston (2006, 40-41) 

 Results show that all four states scored well in more than half of the categories: 

course guide/catalog, criteria for admissions, institution application, deadlines clearly 

                                                
23 Mid-South Community College in Arkansas had no distance education classes.  Terms such as e-learning, online 
learning, and distance education were queried in the web site search box and nothing was found.   
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stated, admissions contact information, transfer of credit, financial aid, academic 

calendar, refund policies, and tuition and fees.   

 Again, Arkansas lags behind Alabama, Mississippi, and Tennessee.  Tennessee 

and Mississippi score the highest in orientation for online learners, student handbook, and 

on-site versus distance learning costs.  All of the colleges; however, fail to explain 

transfer credit for distance learning.  All four states need to improve online orientation 

and provide additional admissions requirements.   

 For some of the community colleges in Mississippi and Tennessee a student ID 

and password is required.  All fifteen colleges in Alabama allow the distance learner to 

download the institution application; but only 15 percent of the Alabama community 

colleges provide online orientation.   

Registration 

 Registering online benefits the distance learner because it saves time and money.  

Community colleges should provide online services 24 hours a day.  Web learners should 

be able to pay with a credit card, register and know who to contact in the event questions 

arise.  Table 7.5 summarizes the results.   
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Table 7.5 Registration for Community Colleges in Alabama, Arkansas, Mississippi, 
and Tennessee 
 
Registration N = 58 
Essential to distance learners Frequency Percentage 
Registration – instructions 47 81% 
Registration – deadlines 52 90% 
Important to distance learners 
24-hour registration 40 69% 
Support staff available during registration period 34 59% 
Helpful to distance learners 
Payment policies 27 47% 
Payment by credit card 24 41% 
Year-round registration for distance learning 22 38% 
Number of colleges that do not provide online 
types of support services    

58 
 

100% 

Number of colleges providing 1–4 services 54 93% 
Number of colleges providing 5-7 services 26 45% 
  

 Results show that online student support services in the registration process for all 

colleges need improvement.  Only 93 percent of colleges provide one of four services 

while 45 percent offer five of seven services.  Many of the community colleges require a 

student id and password to register online.  Over 80 percent of colleges provide 

registration instructions and registration deadlines.  However, only 41 percent of colleges 

allow the distance learner to pay online with a credit card.   

State Analysis 

 Essential services for community colleges in Texas did not score as high as 

colleges in Alabama, Mississippi, and Tennessee.  Only 75 percent of Texas community 

colleges offered information regarding registration deadlines.  In addition, 70 percent of 

colleges provided registration instructions.  Important factors such as support staff, 

Texas, scored higher (84 percent) than all of the Southern states.  In two services helpful 

to the distance learner, payment policies (70 percent) and payment by credit card  
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(88 percent), Texas scored higher than the Southern states as well; but Texas colleges (77 

percent) scored lower than Mississippi (87%) in year-round registration.  (See Table 7.6). 

Table 7.6 Registration: Southern States and Texas 

 
Registration 

N=19 
Alabama 

N=11 
Arkansas 

N=15 
Mississippi 

N=13 
Tennessee 

N=57 
Texas* 
2006 

Essential to distance learners 
Registration – deadlines 89% 64% 100% 100% 75% 
Registration - instructions 84% 73% 87% 77% 70% 
Important to distance learners 
Support staff available during 
registration period 

63% 18% 67% 77% 84% 

Helpful to distance learners 
Payment policies 53% 18% 47% 62% 70% 

Payment by credit card 37% 18% 47% 62% 88% 
Year-round registration 16% 0% 87% 46% 77% 
*Alston (2006, 42-43) 
 
 Overall results show Mississippi (87 percent) and Tennessee (46 percent) ranked 

higher in year-round registration for distance learners than the other states.  Registration 

for colleges in Alabama was limited due to some community colleges not providing any 

online registration information for prospective learners, students being required to have 

an id and password prior to registering online, or registration having to be completed in 

person.  Improvement is needed in the category of credit card payment for colleges in all 

2010 Southern states.  Alabama, Mississippi, and Tennessee consistently score higher 

than Alabama in payment policies, support staff, and registration deadlines and 

instructions.   

Assessment 

 For a web learner to receive a high quality of online education, assessment 

methods are necessary to monitor a student’s progress.  Assessment systems can help 
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online students grow academically and socially.  Table 7.7 lists the frequencies and 

percentages of online assessment availability.   

Table 7.7 Assessment for Community Colleges in Alabama, Arkansas, Mississippi, 
and Tennessee 
 
Assessment N = 58 
Essential to distance learners Frequency Percentage 
Proficiency exam (CleP) 56 97% 
Important to distance learners 
Information on test delivery/proctoring 36 62% 
Clearly defined guidelines on testing policy 29 50% 
Learning styles 32 55% 
Placement 27 47% 
Real-world experience 29 50% 
Communication skills 29 50% 
Grade posting 29 50% 
Helpful to distance learners 
Basic skills 14 24% 
Performance based (portfolio) 7 12% 
Student’s comments program 4 7% 
Student progress 4 7% 
Number of colleges that do not provide any 
online types of support services 

58 100% 

Number of colleges providing 1-8 services 57 98% 
Number of colleges providing 9-12 services 3 5% 
 

 Several community colleges provide assessment tests in many different forms 

such as Vark Questionnaires and Readi self-assessment.  These tests assess students to 

determine how much computer knowledge, self-discipline, and communication skills are 

needed to succeed in an online course.  The exams also include a series of questions that 

encompass learning styles and real-world experience.  In addition, “many colleges 

address testing services on the institution’s website, but the student is required to receive 

such services on campus” (Alston 2005, 44).  At least 97 percent of the colleges list 

different types of proficiency exams such as the ACT and COMPASS; yet, less than 15 

percent of colleges offer performance based exams (portfolio), student comment 
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programs, and student progress.  Only 47 percent of colleges offer testing materials 

online to help the distance learner determine placement.   

State Analysis 

 In essential services, such as proficiency exams Texas at 30 percent scored lower 

than all four 2010 Southern states.  Texas scored low in a number of services important to 

a distance learner, as well.  For instance, in real-world experience and communication 

skills, Texas scored only 4 percent.  In addition, only 12 percent of Texas two-year 

institutions provided data for learning styles.  Texas scored well in some of the services 

helpful to a distance learner.  In Texas, 84 percent of colleges provided student’s 

comments, and 93 percent provided student progress.  Table 7.8 summarizes the 

percentages for online assessment services.   

Table 7.8 Assessment: Southern States and Texas 

 
Assessment 

N=19 
Alabama 

N=11 
Arkansas 

N=15 
Mississippi 

N=13 
Tennessee 

N=57 
Texas* 
2006 

Essential to distance learners 
Proficiency Exam  CLeP 100% 91% 93% 100% 30% 
Important to distance learners 
Information on test 
delivery/proctoring 

37% 27% 87% 100% 35% 

Clearly defined guidelines on 
testing policy 

32% 18% 80% 69% 39% 

Learning styles 37% 27% 80% 77% 12% 
Placement 53% 18% 27% 85% 54% 
Real-world experience 37% 27% 73% 62% 4% 
Communication skills 37% 27% 73% 62% 4% 
Grade posting 58% 18% 53% 62% 89% 
Helpful to distance learners 
Basic Skills 21% 27% 27% 23% 42% 

Performance based (portfolio) 11% 0% 7% 31% 2% 
Student’s comments program 5% 9% 0% 15% 84% 
Student progress 5% 0% 7% 15% 93% 
*Alston (2006, 44) 
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 The analysis shows that Mississippi and Tennessee score higher in assessment 

than Alabama and Arkansas in more than half of the assessed categories.  Some of these 

categories include learning styles, real-world experience, communication skills, 

information on test delivery/proctoring, and guidelines on testing policy and student 

progress.  Alabama (53 percent) scored higher than Mississippi (27 percent) in placement 

and performance based (portfolio) assessment.  Arkansas (27 percent) scored lower in 

many of the categories but scored equivalently with Mississippi in Basic Skills.  All four 

states need improvement in the student comments program, student progress, and basic 

skills.  The highest percentage scored for student progress and student comments is 15 

percent.  On the other hand, the highest score for basic skills is 31 percent.   

 A main contributor to Mississippi and Tennessee’s high scores in learning styles, 

real-world experience, and communication skills are the online self assessment exams.  

Several of the community colleges in Tennessee provide their own self assessment 

methods, and many of the colleges in Mississippi have Readi Assessment tool24.   

Advising & Counseling 

 Academic guidance is crucial to the distance learner’s academic success.  Listed 

in the chart below are services to assist the online learner and create a sense of belonging 

within the community college.  Some of the services analyzed include academic advising, 

time management, mentoring, and addressing learning difficulties.  Table 7.9 summarizes 

student support services in the advising and counseling categories.   

 

 

 
                                                
24 Readi is a “diagnostic tool used to identify students who are at-risk of not doing well in online courses 
due to measured sets of traits, skills and knowledge” (www.readi.info).  Readi is also known as Smarter 
Measure.   
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Table 7.9 Advising and Counseling Services for Community Colleges in Alabama, 
Arkansas, Mississippi, and Tennessee 
 
Advising and Counseling N = 58 
Essential to distance learners Frequency Percentage 
Career 6 10% 
Tutoring 10 17% 
Academic 5 9% 
Important to distance learners  
Study Skills 3 5% 
Time Management 1 2% 
Degree Planning 3 5% 
Mentoring 0 0% 
Learning difficulties 2 3% 
Helpful to the distance learner 
Success rate of previous distance learners 0 0% 
Referral services 1 2% 
Mediation with Instructor 0 0% 
Comparison distance learning and traditional 
education 

0 0% 

Number of colleges that do not provide any 
online types of support services 

58 100% 

Number of colleges providing 1-5 services 18 31% 
Number of colleges providing 6-12 services 0 0% 
 
 Overall results indicate room for improvement regarding advising and counseling 

services for all the colleges.  At least 10 percent of the colleges provide online career and 

tutoring services.  Few of the community colleges offer Smarthinking “an online service 

for tutorial services” (Alston 2005, 46).  Many of the services listed in table such as 

academic advising and referral services exist for traditional learners.  The web-based 

learner would not benefit from many of these services because students are required to 

meet with advisors and counselors in person.  Results show that only 2 percent of 

colleges offer referral services online.  Overall results show that improvement in this area 

is needed in all four states.  No online services exist for the four states in the areas of cost 

comparison distance learning and traditional education; success rate of previous distance 

learners; and mediation with instructors.   
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State Analysis 

 Texas Community Colleges scored higher than the deep southern states in 

essential services: career (68 percent) and academic (39 percent).  Although Texas scored 

fairly low overall on services important to a distance learner, Texas scored higher in 

some areas than the Southern states.  For instance, in the categories of study skills (26 

percent), time management (21 percent), and degree planning (19 percent), Texas scored 

higher than all four deep southern states.  As for services helpful to a distance learner 

none of the schools, in Texas or the Deep South, provided success rates of previous 

distance learners.  Only 5 percent of Texas colleges provided information about 

mediation with instructors and a comparison of distance learning and traditional 

education costs. (See Table 7.10). 

Table 7.10 Advising and Counseling: Southern States and Texas 

 
Advising and Counseling 

N=19 
Alabama 

N=11 
Arkansas 

N=15 
Mississippi 

N=13 
Tennessee 

N=57 
Texas* 
2006 

Essential to distance learners 
Career 0% 0% 20% 23% 68% 
Tutoring 11% 9% 7% 46% 21% 
Academic 5% 18% 7% 8% 39% 
Important to distance learners 
Study skills 5% 0% 0% 15% 26% 
Time management 0% 0% 0% 8% 21% 
Degree planning 5% 9% 7% 0% 19% 
Mentoring 0% 0% 0% 0% 5% 
Learning difficulties 0% 0% 0% 15% 4% 
Helpful to distance learners 
Success rate of previous distance 
learners 

0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 

Referral services 0% 0% 0% 8% 12% 
Mediation with instructor 0% 0% 0% 0% 5% 
Comparison distance learning and 
traditional education 

0% 0% 0% 0% 5% 

*Alston (2006, 45) 
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 The overall analysis indicates Mississippi and Tennessee score higher than 

Alabama and Arkansas in more than half of the categories in this element of the 

conceptual framework.  The categories include learning styles, real-world experience, 

communication skills, information on test delivery/proctoring, and guidelines on testing 

policy and student progress.   

 Alabama scored higher than Mississippi in placement and performance based 

(portfolio) categories.  Arkansas scored lowest in many of the categories but was equal to 

Mississippi in basic skills.   

 All four states need improvement in the categories of: students comment’s 

program, student progress, and basic skills.  The highest percentage for student progress 

and student comments program is 15 percent; but the highest score for basic skills is 31 

percent.   

 Tennessee had the highest percentage of the four states with online tutoring 46 

percent, time management 8 percent, learning difficulties, 15 percent, and online career 

counseling 23 percent.  Arkansas scored higher than the other states in the category of 

online academic advising with 18 percent.   

Learning Resources 

 Distance learners must be able to conduct research online.  Libraries should be 

easily accessible and offer online catalogs, databases, and guides/tutorials.  Table 7.11 

summarizes the frequencies of learning resources for community colleges in Alabama, 

Arkansas, Mississippi, and Tennessee.   
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Table 7.11 Learning Resources for Community Colleges in Alabama, Arkansas, 
Mississippi, and Tennessee 
 
Learning Resources N = 58 
Essential to distance learners  Frequency Percentage 
Library catalog 53 91% 
On-line full-text databases 53 91% 
Supplementary course materials 50 86% 
Helpful to distance learners 
Electronic document delivery 41 71% 
Required texts 33 57% 
Number of colleges that do not provide any 
online types of support services 

34 59% 

Number of colleges providing 1-3 services 56 97% 
Number of colleges providing 4-5 services 43 74% 
 

 Overall results show that over 74 percent of colleges have at least four of five 

services.  At least 90 percent of community colleges give access to research via library 

catalogs and full-text databases.  At least 86 percent of colleges offer students 

supplementary course materials.  However, only 57 percent of colleges allow distance 

learners to select textbooks for online courses.  Students at community colleges in 

Alabama can research library materials online via the Alabama Virtual Library25 system.  

Students at community colleges in Mississippi can research library materials online via 

the Mississippi Electronic Library On-line26 system; and students in Tennessee can 

research materials by utilizing the Regents Online Degree Program (RODP) virtual 

library27.  There is no virtual library for community colleges in Arkansas.   

State Analysis 

 Texas Community Colleges scored relatively well in essential services compared 

to the Southern states.  Ninety-three percent of community colleges offered online library 
                                                
25The Alabama Virtual Library System “provides all students, teachers and citizens of the State of Alabama 
with online access to essential library and information resources” (www.avl.lib.al.us).   
26MELO is “an initiative of the MSVCC containing web pages, databases and MS community college 
library catalogs” (www.colin.edu/vcclib).   
27 RODP Virtual Library is a collaboration of libraries for students and faculty that “provides online search 
capabilities, reference materials, databases, journals and other research services” (www.vl.rodp.org).   
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catalog services.  Schools in Texas scored higher in the library catalog category than 

Alabama and Arkansas.  Ninety-five percent of Texas schools scored higher in on-line 

full-text databases than two-year institutions in Arkansas, Mississippi, and Tennessee.  

Eighty-four percent of community colleges in Texas scored evenly with schools in 

Alabama.  Services important to a distance learner such as electronic document delivery 

and required texts were in good standing for Mississippi, 87 percent, and Tennessee, 85 

percent.  Eighty-four percent of schools provided electronic document delivery, while 

only 77 percent of colleges in Tennessee offered the same service.  Seventy-five percent 

of Texas colleges offered online data regarding required texts while Alabama, Arkansas 

and Mississippi scored 42 percent, 55 percent and 53 percent.  Table 7.12 provides the 

results.   

Table 7.12 Learning Resources: Southern States and Texas 

 
Learning Resources 

N=19 
Alabama 

N=11 
Arkansas 

N=15 
Mississippi 

N=13 
Tennessee 

N=57 
Texas* 
2006 

Essential to distance learners 
Library Catalog 89% 73% 100% 100% 93% 
On-line full-text databases 100% 82% 87% 92% 95% 
Supplementary course materials 84% 73% 87% 100% 84% 
Important to distance learners 
Electronic document delivery 58% 64% 87% 77% 84% 
Required texts 42% 55% 53% 85% 75% 
*Alston (2006, 47) 

 The analysis reveals all four states scored well in the library catalog and on-line 

full-text databases categories.  However, all four states need to improve selecting 

required texts online.  Mississippi and Tennessee ranked higher than Alabama and 

Arkansas in library catalog, electronic document delivery, supplementary course 

materials and required texts.   
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Other Support Services 

 Web learners should be able to purchase textbooks online and take proctored 

exams at regional centers.  Purchasing textbooks via the Internet and taking exams at 

regional centers is another way for distance learners to save time and money.  Browsing 

community college websites in another language is beneficial.  Table 7.13 summarizes 

the results of other services.   

Table 7.13 Other Support Services for Community Colleges in Alabama, Arkansas, 
Mississippi, and Tennessee 
 
Other Student Support Services N = 58 
Essential to distance learners Frequency Percentage 
Hours services available 50 86% 
Regional centers 45 78% 
Important to distance learners 
Purchasing textbooks and supplies 34 59% 
Laboratory facilities 29 50% 
Helpful to distance learners 
Student health insurance 7 12% 
Languages other than english 2 3% 
Number of colleges that do not provide any 
online support services 

58 100% 

Number of colleges providing 1-3 services 55 95% 
Number of colleges providing 4-6 services 19 33% 
 

 The results reveal at least 95 percent of colleges provide at least one to three types 

of services.  Fifty-nine percent of colleges provide online bookstores, and 78 percent of 

the colleges have regional centers for those who live in remote areas to take exams in 

person.  Only 3 percent of the community colleges have provide pages in other languages 

such as Spanish.  The number of community colleges providing student health insurance 

is only 12 percent.  

State Analysis 

 Community colleges in Texas did not perform well in providing essential services 

such as hours of services available (23 percent) and regional centers (37 percent).  None 



 88 

of the schools in Texas offered web-based data regarding online laboratory facilities.  

Only 7 percent of community colleges provided information about student health 

services.  Some of the on-line services in the 2010 Southern states were better than web-

based services for Texas community colleges.  Table 7.14 describes results among the 

community colleges. 

Table 7.14 Other Support Services: Southern States and Texas 

 
Other Support Services 

N=19 
Alabama 

N=11 
Arkansas 

N=15 
Mississippi 

N=13 
Tennessee 

N=57 
Texas* 
2006 

Essential to distance learners 
Hours Services Available 95% 73% 73% 100% 23% 
Regional Centers 89% 27% 80% 100% 37% 
Important to distance learners 
Purchasing textbooks and supplies 47% 55% 53% 85% 77% 
Laboratory facilities 63% 18% 40% 69% 0% 
Helpful to distance learners 
Student health insurance 5% 9% 7% 31% 7% 
Languages other than English 11% 0% 0% 0% 11% 
*Alston (2006, 48) 

 The overall results show that Tennessee ranked the highest among all four states. 

No websites for Tennessee, Mississippi, or Arkansas community colleges provided 

foreign languages, such as Spanish, on any web pages.  Alabama is the only state with a 

community college offering a web page in Spanish. Arkansas and Mississippi need to 

improvement in the category of hours of operations regarding Student Support Services.  

All four states need to improve student health insurance and online laboratory facilities.   

Chapter Summary 

 Chapter seven provides aggregated percentages for the seven elements in the 

conceptual framework.  The research provides current statuses of online support services 

in Alabama, Arkansas, Mississippi and Tennessee and compared to Texas results.  The 

next chapter discusses the benchmark findings for the Southern states.   
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Chapter 8:  Benchmark Results 

Chapter Purpose 

 This chapter presents a summary of the data results in Chapter seven.  In addition, 

the chapter compares benchmark results to online student support services in Alabama, 

Arkansas, Mississippi, and Tennessee.   

Benchmark Definition 

 The purpose of a benchmark is to summarize results to help a community college 

improve its performance.  “Benchmarks are quantitative measures that reflect an 

institution’s performance, but do not provide insights into what influenced that 

performance” (Bers 2006, 85).  Due to high student enrollment at community colleges, 

“there is a significant need for benchmarks of educational quality that are appropriate for 

these important institutions” (McClenney 2006, 47).  A set of four benchmarks determine 

the current status of online support services in Alabama, Arkansas, Mississippi, and 

Tennessee:  Exceeds benchmark, Meets benchmark, Close but not at benchmark, and 

Fails to meet benchmark.  Online services must meet a high standard to be effective.  

Table 8.1 summarizes the benchmark scores used for online support services.   

Table 8.1 Benchmark Scores for Essential, Important and Helpful Services 

Benchmark Essential Important Helpful 
Exceeds 95% 85% 75% 
Meets 85% 75% 65% 
Close 75% 65% 55% 
Fails Less Than 75% Less Than 65% Less Than 55% 
 

Information/Technical Support 

The analysis of technical support services entailed strong ratings for guides, 

tutorials; support staff and log-on information in Alabama, Mississippi and Tennessee.  
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Websites scored lower in the areas of ethics and confidentiality, information management 

and technological competence.   

Alabama and Mississippi were successful in meeting the benchmark for students 

to practice sending and receiving files prior to classes beginning online.  Tennessee is the 

only state in the information/technical support to exceed the benchmark in all categories.  

Table 8.2 interprets the results for information/technical support in all four Southern 

states.   

Table 8.2 Benchmark Results for Informational/Technical Support 

Information Technical Support  Alabama 
2010 

Arkansas 
2010 

Mississippi 
2010 

Tennessee 
2010 

Essential to distance learner (95%) 
Guides, tutorials, instructions 
for using technology 

Exceeds Close Exceeds Exceeds 

Technical support staff Exceeds Fails Exceeds Exceeds 

Log-on information, 
communications parameters, 
technical equipment 

Exceeds Close Exceeds Exceeds 

Important to distance learners (85%) 
Ethical how to’s; 
confidentiality; privacy  

Meets Close Exceeds Exceeds 

Assumptions about 
technological competence and 
skills 

Meets Fails Exceeds Exceeds 

Information management skills 
– going online, retrieving, and 
evaluating information 

Meets Fails Close Exceeds 

Helpful to distance learners (75%) 
Opportunity to practice 
sending and receiving files, 
becoming familiar with system 

Meets Fails Meets Exceeds 

 
Admissions 

Alabama, Mississippi and Tennessee Services exceed the benchmark in several 

categories essential to the distance learner.  The admissions process for online learners is 

very accessible in all four states.  However, there is a need for transfer credits 
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information specific to distance learning in online orientation as well as a comparison of 

on-site and distance learning costs.  The results show Arkansas met benchmark 

expectations in several of the essential services for distance learners; however, Arkansas 

consistently scored below the other states.     

Alabama, Mississippi and Tennessee exceed the benchmark results for refund 

policies and application –common.  Table 8.3 analyzes the results for Admissions.   

Table 8.3 Benchmark Results for Admissions 

Admissions Alabama 
2010 

Arkansas 
2010 

Mississippi 
2010 

Tennessee 
2010 

Essential to distance learner (95%) 
Course guide/catalog Exceeds Meets Exceeds Exceeds 
Criteria for admissions Exceeds Meets Exceeds Exceeds 
Financial aid Exceeds Meets Exceeds Exceeds 
Admissions contact 
information 

Exceeds Meets Exceeds Exceeds 

Explanation of transfer of 
credit – students leaving 
program 

Exceeds Meets Exceeds Exceeds 

Explanation of tuition and 
fees 

Exceeds Meets Exceeds Exceeds 

Deadlines clearly stated Exceeds Meets Exceeds Exceeds 
Academic calendar Exceeds Meets Exceeds Exceeds 
Application – institution Exceeds Meets Meets Meets 
Course/degree 
requirements 

Exceeds Fails Meets Exceeds 

Important to distance learners (85%) 
Application – common Exceeds Fails  Exceeds Exceeds 
Student handbook Close Close Meets Exceeds 
Refund policies Exceeds Close Exceeds Exceeds 
Helpful to distance learners (75%) 
Orientation Close Fails  Meets Exceeds 
Comparison of on-site and 
distance learning costs 

Fails  Close Meets Exceeds 

Additional admissions 
requirements for distance 
learning 

Fails  Fails  Fails  Close 

Explanation of transfer 
credit – specific to distance 
learning 

Fails  Fails  Fails  Fails  
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Registration 

Only Mississippi and Tennessee exceeded the benchmark for registration 

deadlines.  All four states need to improve in the categories of registration instructions, 

support staff, payment policies, and payment by credit card.  Mississippi is the only state 

that exceeded the benchmark for year-round distance learning.  Table 8.4 summates the 

results for online registration services.   

Table 8.4 Benchmark Results for Registration 

Registration Alabama 
2010 

Arkansas 
2010 

Mississippi 
2010 

Tennessee 
2010 

Essential to distance learner (95%) 
Registration – deadlines Meets Fails Exceeds Exceeds 
Registration - instructions Close Close Meets Close 
Important to distance learners (85%) 
Support staff available 
during registration period 

Fails Fails Close Meets 

Helpful to the distance learner (75%) 
Payment policies Fails Fails Fails Close 
Payment by credit card Fails Fails Fails Close 
Year-round registration 
for distance learning 

Fails Fails Exceeds Fails 

 
Assessment 

In the essential services category, only two states, Alabama and Tennessee, 

exceeded the benchmark in proficiency exams.  Arkansas and Mississippi came close to 

meeting the benchmark for essential services.  All four states allow students to view 

online which exams (such as the CleP or the ACT) to take prior to enrolling in online 

classes.   

In the important factors category, Alabama, Arkansas, and Tennessee failed to 

meet benchmark expectations in real-world experience, communication skills, and grade 

posting.  Mississippi and Tennessee exceeded the benchmark in the category of test 

delivery and proctoring.   
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In the services helpful to the distance learner category, all four states failed to 

meet the benchmark in basic skills, performance based (portfolio), student comments 

program, and student progress.  “Most of the institutions require distance learners to 

travel to campus to receive such services” (Alston 2006, 53).  Table 8.5 summarizes the 

results for the assessment category.   

Table 8.5 Benchmark Results for Assessment 

Assessment Alabama 
2010 

Arkansas 
2010 

Mississippi 
2010 

Tennessee 
2010 

Essential to distance learner (95%) 
Proficiency exam CleP Exceeds Meets Meets Exceeds 
Important to distance learners (85%) 

Information on test 
delivery/proctoring 

Fails Fails Exceeds Exceeds 

Clearly defined guidelines 
on testing policy 

Fails Fails Meets Close 

Learning styles Fails Fails Meets Meets 
Placement Fails Fails Fails Exceeds 
Real-world experience Fails Fails Close Fails 
Communication skills Fails Fails Close Fails 
Grade posting Fails Fails Fails Fails 
Helpful to distance learners (75%) 
Basic skills Fails Fails Fails Fails 
Performance based 
(portfolio) 

Fails Fails Fails Fails 

Student’s comments 
program 

Fails Fails Fails Fails 

Student progress Fails Fails Fails Fails 
 
 
Advising and Counseling  
 

“Advising and counseling services are important in retaining students and creating 

a student-centered environment” (Alston 2006, 53).  Community colleges in all four 

Southern states failed to meet the benchmark in essential services, important factors, and 

services that are helpful to the distance learner.  Several of the community colleges offer 

advising and counseling services but “distance learners have to travel to the campus to 
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receive them” (Alston 2006, 53).  None of the community colleges provide information 

on the success rate of previous distance learners, referral services mediation with 

instructor, or comparison of distance learning and traditional education.  Table 8.6 

consolidates the benchmark results for advising and counseling.   

Table 8.6 Benchmark Results for Advising and Counseling 

Advising and Counseling Alabama 
2010 

Arkansas 
2010 

Mississippi 
2010 

Tennessee 
2010 

Essential to distance learner (95%) 
Career Fails Fails Fails Fails 
Tutoring Fails Fails Fails Fails 
Academic Fails Fails Fails Fails 
Important to distance learners (85%) 

Study skills Fails Fails Fails Fails 
Time management Fails Fails Fails Fails 
Degree planning Fails Fails Fails Fails 
Mentoring Fails Fails Fails Fails 
Learning difficulties Fails Fails Fails Fails 
Helpful to distance learners (75%) 
Success rate of previous 
distance learners 

Fails Fails Fails Fails 

Referral services Fails Fails Fails Fails 
Mediation with instructor Fails Fails Fails Fails 
Comparison distance 
learning and traditional 
education 

Fails Fails Fails Fails 

 
 
Learning Resources 

The overall results for essential services reveal Mississippi and Tennessee exceed 

the benchmark in the library catalog category.  Alabama was the only state that exceeded 

the benchmark in on-line full-text databases.  Alabama, Arkansas, and Mississippi fail the 

benchmark in required texts.   

 For services important to the distance learner, Mississippi exceeded the 

benchmark in electronic document delivery.  Tennessee was the only state to exceed the 

benchmark in required texts.  Table 8.7 outlines the results for Learning Resources.   
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Table 8.7 Benchmark Results for Learning Resources 

Learning Resources Alabama 
2010 

Arkansas 
2010 

Mississippi 
2010 

Tennessee 
2010 

Essential to distance learner (95%) 
Library catalog Meets Fails Exceeds Exceeds 
On-line full-text databases Exceeds Close Meets Meets 
Supplementary course 
materials 

Close Fails Meets Exceeds 

Important to distance learners (85%) 
Electronic document 
delivery 

Fails Fails Exceeds Meets 

Required texts Fails Fails Fails Exceeds 
 
Other Support Services 
 

Essential services revealed that Tennessee exceeded the benchmark in regional 

centers and hours of services available, while Arkansas and Mississippi failed to meet the 

benchmark.  Services important to the distance learner show that Tennessee exceeded the 

benchmark in purchasing textbooks and supplies.  All four states need to improve in 

online laboratory facilities.   

Services helpful to the distance learner show that community colleges in the 

southern states should provide languages other than English.  Table 8.8 reviews other 

support services.   

Table 8.8 Benchmark Results for Other Support Services 

Other Support Services Alabama 
2010 

Arkansas 
2010 

Mississippi 
2010 

Tennessee 
2010 

Essential to distance learners (95%) 
Hours services available Exceeds Fails Fails Exceeds 
Regional centers Meets Fails Close Exceeds 
Important to distance learners (85%) 
Purchasing textbooks and 
supplies 

Fails Fails Fails Exceeds 

Laboratory facilities Fails Fails Fails Close 
Helpful to distance learners (75%) 
Student health insurance Fails Fails Fails Fails 
Languages other than 
english 

Fails Fails Fails Fails 
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The overall results described in Table 8.9 will summarize for community colleges in each 

state the strengths and weaknesses for online support services.   

Table 8.9 Benchmark Overview for Alabama, Arkansas, Mississippi and Tennessee 

Informational/Technical 
Support 

Alabama 
2010 

Arkansas 
2010 

Mississippi 
2010 

Tennessee 
2010 

Summary 
2010 

Essential Services 
(95%) 

Exceeds Close Exceeds Exceeds Exceeds 

Important Factors 
(85%) 

Meets Fails Exceeds Exceeds Mixed 

Admissions 
Essential Services 
(95%) 

Exceeds Meets Exceeds Exceeds Exceeds 

Important Factors 
(85%) 

Exceeds Close Exceeds Exceeds Exceeds 

Registration 
Essential Services 
(95%) 

Meets/ 
Close 

Fails/ 
Close 

Exceeds/ 
Meets 

Exceeds/ 
Close 

Mixed 

Important Factors 
(85%) 

Fails Fails Close Meets Mixed 

Assessment 
Essential Services 
(95%) 

Exceeds Meets Meets Exceeds  Mixed 

Important Factors 
(85%) 

Fails Fails Meets/Close/ 
Fails 

Exceeds/ 
Fails 

Mixed 

Advising and Counseling 
Essential Services 
(95%) 

Fails Fails Fails Fails Fails 

Important Factors 
(85%) 

Fails Fails Fails Fails Fails 

Learning Resources 
Essential Services 
(95%) 

Mixed Fails Meets Exceeds Mixed 

Important Factors 
(85%) 

Fails Fails Exceeds/ 
Fails 

Exceeds/ 
Meets 

Mixed 

Other Support Services 
Essential Services 
(95%) 

Exceeds/ 
Meets 

Close/ 
Fails 

Close/ 
Fails 

Exceeds Mixed 

Important Factors 
(85%) 

Fails Fails Fails Exceeds/ 
Close 

Fails 
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Chapter Summary 
 
 This chapter presented and classified benchmark results.  Online services were 

categorized as essential, important, and helpful.  The benchmark measures appear in four 

categories:  exceeds benchmark, meets benchmark, close but not at benchmark, and fails 

to meet benchmark.   

 This chapter analyzes benchmark results in all four states using the elements from 

the conceptual framework.  Overall findings reveal all states need to improve in all areas 

of support services.  The next chapter provides a conclusion and offers recommendations 

to the colleges.   
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Chapter Nine:  Conclusion and Recommendations 
 
Conclusion 

 
This research analyzed online services at community colleges in Alabama, 

Arkansas, Mississippi, and Tennessee.  The overall results show many elements in the 

categories of Registration, Advising and Counseling, Assessment, and Other Support 

Services failed to meet benchmarks.  The research compares the results from the 

Southern states to Texas community colleges using Alston’s 2006 applied research 

project.  There is a need for improvement in online support services for community 

colleges in Alabama, Arkansas, Mississippi, and Tennessee were compared to Texas in 

2006.  The number of Arkansas institutions skewed the percentages.   

In the Information/Technical Support category, distance learners were unable to 

access information prior to the first day of class.  Students should have ample time to 

familiarize themselves with software and ethical guidelines.  Many institutions offer web-

based learners online guides, tutorials, ethical practices and log-on information.  

Community colleges, however, must add the ability to send and receive files to help 

increase student success. 

Essential services and important factors for Admissions categories show 

technological growth.  For instance, students have the option to apply for financial aid; 

study the deadlines and refund policies in the catalog; and evaluate the admissions 

criteria for the community college. 

The results for online registration essential services were mixed in the four states.  

The distance learner should be able to review all guidelines and policies prior to 

registering for classes.  Mississippi and Tennessee rated strongly in registration 

deadlines; however, a distance learner needs more guidance in completing the process.  
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Alabama and Arkansas failed to meet the benchmark in the area of registration support 

staff.  Support staff would help alleviate confusion of how to pay for an online course, 

register for online classes and understand registration guidelines and policies.   

Essential Services in the Assessment category reveal a mixed rating.  Distance 

learners may choose from different types of entrance exams required by community 

colleges.  Tennessee and Alabama exceeded the benchmark in this category.  On the 

other hand, online support services important to a distance learner failed to meet the 

benchmark in several areas such as grade posting, communication skills, and real-world 

experience.  Two-year institutions should administer more online assessment exams for 

web-based students to determine real-world, technical, and communicative competency.  

Community colleges should also give students access to semester grades online.   

States failed to meet essential and important services in online Advising and 

Counseling benchmarks because “the institutions require distance learners to travel to 

campus to receive such services” (Alston 2006, 53).  States need to improve online 

advising and counseling access.  Distance learners need advice and counsel to prevent 

bad decisions.  

The overall benchmark results for the states in essential and important factors 

category in Learning Resources were mixed.  Availability for online library catalog was 

strong in Mississippi (100 percent) and Tennessee (100 percent), but community colleges 

should offer more on-line full-text databases and required texts.  Administering electronic 

document delivery and required texts would improve state’s online research for distance 

learners.   

 Many of the states failed to meet the benchmark in services important and helpful 

to the distance learner in Other Support Services.  Community college websites must 
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increase accessibility to purchasing textbooks and supplies as well as online laboratory 

facilities.  Traditional students have the advantage of attending reading, math, writing and 

science lab classes on campus.  Community colleges must be able to provide online 

laboratory classes for distance learners.  Distance learners have an advantage to reduce 

travel expenses.  All community colleges do not offer student health insurance.  A survey 

by the U.S. Government Accountability Office discovered many students are “insured by 

employer-sponsored plans, such as parents’ plans that include dependents” (Pekow 2008, 

1).  The Southern states do not have other support services that are beneficial to the 

distance learner.   

 Online student support services at community colleges in Alabama, Arkansas, 

Mississippi, and Tennessee should improve due to federal grant funding.  This funding 

will provide African-Americans and other minority groups opportunities in the world of 

technological advancement.  These opportunities will encourage competition in the 

digital world, higher standards of education, and better employment.  Underrepresented 

groups now anticipate overcoming issues that have hindered fairness and equity.   
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Recommendations 
 

• Based on the benchmark results and the coding sheet for all four states the 
following recommendations emerged:  

 
• Web-based learners should be given the opportunity to become familiar with 

sending and receiving files as well as retrieving and evaluating information prior 
to the first day of class; 

 
• Community colleges must increase the availability of online orientation for 

prospective learners, giving students the opportunity to see what teachers expect; 
 

• Websites should provide a list for students to compare costs of taking traditional 
versus online classes; Admissions web pages should provide information 
regarding additional requirements of distance learning and an explanation of how 
to transfer credits from or to distance learning; 

 
• The websites should provide more information for online registration for 

prospective web-learners such as deadlines, payment policies, credit card 
information, and availability of support staff; Students should not need an ID to 
see registration information; Online catalogs should provide year-round 
registration deadlines for web-based learners and traditional students;  

 
• The websites should provide more online self-assessment exams for distance 

learners to test their communication, real-world, and learning skills.  Websites 
should obtain information on student comments assessment, basic skills, and post 
grades;  

 
• Community college leaders should keep in touch with previous distance learners 

to establish rapport and develop new concepts and ideas from alumni students 
who have entered the workforce;   

 
• Advising and counseling are two different entities so community college websites 

should provide individual web pages; and  
 

• All community college websites should have a search box on the home page for 
general to query keywords. 

 
 
There are communities in Alabama, Arkansas, Mississippi and Tennessee that do not 
have enhanced digital technology; therefore, community college leaders need to be 
creative in reaching out to African-Americans and other ethnic groups.  For instance, 
community colleges can work with churches in rural communities to establish 
partnerships.  Churches “in the south are well recognized as central to the social order 
and character of their region” (Blank, et al. 2002, 1672).  
 



 102 

• For communities that are digitally advanced, community colleges can have 
recruiters initiate online orientation sessions via the Internet.  Community college 
campuses may also want to advertise academic events on Facebook and Twitter.   
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     Appendix A 
Listing of Alabama, Arkansas, Mississippi & Tennessee Community Colleges  
 
Institution URL Address 
Alabama Southern Community College http://www.ascc.edu 
Bevill State Community College http://www.bscc.edu 
*Bishop State Community College http://www.bscc.cc.al.us 
Central Alabama Community College http://www.cacc.edu 
Chatahoochee Valley Community College http://www.cv.edu 
Enterprise Ozark Community College http://www.escc.edu 
Gadsden State Community College http://www.gadsdenstate.edu 
James H. Faulkner State Community 
College 

http://www.faulkner.cc.al.us 

Jefferson Davis Community College http://www.jeffdavis.cc.al.us 
Jefferson State Community College http://www.jeffersonstate.edu 
John C. Calhoun State Community College http://www.calhoun.cc.al.us 
*Lawson State Community College http://www.ls.cc.al.us 
Lurleen B. Wallace Community College http://www.lbwcc.edu 
Northeast Alabama Community College http://www.nacc.edu 
Northwest-Shoals Community College http://www.nwscc.edu 
Shelton State Community College http://www.sheltonstate.edu 
Southern Union State Community College http://www.suscc.edu 
Wallace Community College – Dothan http://www.wallace.edu 
Wallace Community College – Selma http://www.wccs.edu 
Wallace Community College – Hanceville http://www.wallacestate.edu 
Cossatot Community College – University 
of Arkansas 

http://www.cccua.edu 

East Arkansas Community College (AR) http://www.eacc.edu 
Mid-South Community College  (AR) http://www.midsouthcc.edu 
National Park Community College  (AR) http://www.npcc.edu 
North West Arkansas Community College 
(AR) 
 

http://www.nwacc.edu 

Phillips Community College of the 
University of Arkansas  (AR) 

http://www.pccua.edu 

Rich Mountain Community College  (AR) http://www.rmcc.edu 
South Arkansas Community College  (AR) http://www.southark.edu 
University of Arkansas Community 
College – Batesville   (AR) 

http://www.uaccb.edu 

University of Arkansas Community 
College – Hope  (AR) 

http://www.uacch.edu 

University of Arkansas Community 
College – Morrilton  (AR) 

http://www.uaccm.edu 

*Coahoma Community College http://www.coahoma.cc.edu 
Copiah – Lincoln Community College http://www.colin.edu 
East Central Community College http://www.eccc.edu 
East Mississippi Community College http://www.eastms.edu 
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*Hinds Community College http://www.hindscc.edu 
Holmes Community College http://www.holmescc.edu 
Itawamba Community College http://www.iccms.edu 
Jones County Junior College http://www.jcjc.edu 
Meridian Community College http://www.meridiancc.edu 
Mississippi Delta Community College http://www.msdelta.edu 
Mississippi Gulf Coast Community 
College 

http://www.mgccc.edu 

Northeast Mississippi Community College http://www.nemcc.edu 
Northwest Mississippi Community College http://www.northwestms.edu 
Pearl River Community College http://www.prcc.edu 
Southwest Mississippi Community College http://www.smcc.edu 
Chattanooga State Community College http://www.chattanoogastate.edu 
Cleveland State Community College http://www.clevelandstatecc.edu 
Columbia State Community College http://www.columbiastate.edu 
Dyersburg State Community College http://www.dscc.edu 
Jackson State Community College http://www.jscc.edu 
Motlow State Community College http://www.mscc.edu 
Nashville State Community College http://www.nscc.edu 
Northeast State Community College http://www.northeaststate.edu 
Pellissippi State Community College http://www.pstcc.edu 
Roane State Community College http://www.roanestate.edu 
Southwest Tennessee Community College http://www.southwest.tn.edu 
Volunteer State Community College http://www.volstate.edu 
Walters State Community College http://www.ws.edu 
  
  
  
  
  
 
* HBCU Community Colleges 
All Arkansas (AR) community colleges are accredited by the Higher Learning 
Commission of the North Central Association of Colleges and Schools (www.ncahlc.org)  
Community colleges in Alabama, Mississippi and Tennessee are accredited by the 
Commission on Colleges of the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools (SACS)  
www.sacscoc.org  
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Appendix B 
 
 
The purpose of Appendix B is to provide snap shots of Community 
College websites.   
  
This section of the Applied Research Project displays an array of 
examples of the seven elements of the conceptual framework.   
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Appendix B-1 
Informational/Technical Support 
 
James H. Faulkner State Community College 
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Appendix B-1 
Informational/Technical Support 
 
Bishop State Community College 
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Appendix B-1 
Informational/Technical Support 
 
Enterprise State Community College 
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Appendix B-1 
Informational/Technical Support 
 
John C. Calhoun State Community College 
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Appendix B-1 
Informational/Technical Support 
 
Northwest Arkansas Community College 
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Appendix B-1 
Informational/Technical Support 
 
South Arkansas Community College 
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Appendix B-1 
Informational/Technical Support 
 
Mississippi Delta Community College 
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Appendix B-1 
Informational/Technical Support 
 
Pellissippi State Community College 
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Appendix B-1 
Informational/Technical Support 
 
Central Alabama Community College 
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Appendix B-2 
Admissions 
 
Cleveland State Community College 
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Appendix B-2 
Admissions 
 
Alabama Southern Community College 
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Appendix B-2 
Admissions 
 
Holmes Community College 
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Appendix B-2 
Admissions 
 
Itawamba Community College 
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Appendix B-2 
Admissions 
 
Meridian Community College 
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Appendix B-2 
Admissions 
 
Cossatot Community College 
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Appendix B-2 
Admissions 
 
Chattanooga State Community College 
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Appendix B-3 
Registration 
 
Columbia State Community College 
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Appendix B-3 
Registration 
 
Dyersburg State Community College 
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Appendix B-3 
Registration 
 
North West Arkansas Community College 
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Appendix B-3 
Registration 
 
Hinds Community College 
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Appendix B-4 
Assessment 
 
Phillips Community College – University of Arkansas 
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Appendix B-4 
Assessment 
 
South Arkansas Community College 
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Appendix B-4 
Assessment 
 
Motlow State Community College 
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Appendix B-4 
Assessment 
 
Nashville State Community College 
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Appendix B-4 
Assessment 
 
Gadsden State Community College 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 143 

Appendix B-4 
Assessment 
 
Lurleen B. Wallace Community College 
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Appendix B-4 
Assessment 
 
Northeast Alabama Community College 
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Appendix B-4 
Assessment 
 
Roane State Community College 
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Appendix B-4 
Assessment 
 
Southwest Tennessee Community College 
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Appendix B-5 
Advising and Counseling 
 
Jefferson State Community College 
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Appendix B-5 
Advising and Counseling 
 
Copiah – Lincoln Community College 
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Appendix B-5 
Advising and Counseling 
 
Hinds Community College 
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Appendix B-5 
Advising and Counseling 
 
Dyersburg State Community College 
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Appendix B-5 
Advising and Counseling 
 
Pellissippi State Community College 
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Appendix B-5 
Advising and Counseling 
 
Pellissippi State Community College 
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Appendix B-5 
Advising and Counseling 
 
Volunteer State Community College 
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Appendix B-6 
Learning Resources 
 
Pearl River Community College 
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Appendix B-6 
Learning Resources 
 
Coahoma Community College 
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Appendix B-7 
Other Support Services 
 
Walters State Community College 
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Appendix B-7 
Other Support Services 
 
Jefferson Davis Community College 
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Appendix B-7 
Other Support Services 
 
Jefferson State Community College 
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Appendix B-7 
Other Support Services 
 
John C. Calhoun State Community College 
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Appendix B-7 
Other Support Services 
 
Northwest – Shoals Community College 
 

 
  


