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OVERVIEW 
 
In a sense, Renton Technical College provides two main pathways for its diverse student 
body. Some community members are served initially through a robust adult education 
system, while others follow a more direct pathway to jobs through a range of technical 
programs. In both cases, despite constrained resources, the College is deeply committed to 
meeting students where they are and moving them forward to greater opportunity. 

 
RTC’s technical programs are highly structured, with cohorts of students moving together 
through a full-time block schedule—built-in clarity that certainly contributes to the college’s 
excellent completion rates. The programs are closely connected to employers, who help 
shape the curriculum and direct students to jobs.  
 
The depth of RTC’s attention to adult basic studies is especially notable given that many 
other colleges serve these students as somewhat of an afterthought. RTC sees these students 
as its future completers—a vision that is not yet fully realized, but that results in a better-
than-typical number of students who start with extremely low skills and no degree 
aspirations and then enter degree programs.  
 
RTC offers an array of academic supports for all students. Most students enter with remedial 
needs, and removing the hurdle of developmental education surely contributes to the 
college’s high completion rates. For many students, their needs are met by having 
developmental co-teachers and contextualized English and math instruction embedded into 
professional classes. However, it’s possible that the students with the greatest academic 
needs aren’t being served adequately through this approach. 
 
RTC leaders, faculty, and staff are very dedicated to students. The college could do more to 
translate this dedication into higher aspirations—for students and for the institution itself. 
With concentrated effort and goal-centered planning, the college could move to the next 
level, where more students advance from adult basic education into credit-bearing courses, 
where higher-skill programs are developed, and where administrators and faculty take a more 
proactive approach to inquiry and improvement.  
  
We are detailing in this document some recommendations for improvement, which are 
based on our site visit interviews, RTC’s history and context, and a review of the 
institutional, state, and national data compiled and analyzed for the Aspen Prize. There are 
three recommendations we see as the most imperative. If adopted together, we believe, they 
can transform Renton Technical College to one that operates effectively and demonstrates 
excellence in several areas to one that continues its upward trajectory and embodies 
consistent excellence on all fronts.  
 

1. DEVELOP A COMPLETION AGENDA WITH MEASURABLE GOALS. 
 
Administrators, faculty, and staff at the college could benefit from a clearer set of 
measurable goals regarding completion outcomes, and must be instilled with a sense 
that improvement is imperative. This will also require a substantial upgrade of 
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institutional research capabilities, as the college has started to do with their recent 
hire. 
 

2. STRENGTHEN CULTURE OF EVIDENCE. 
 

At the college, the use of data to inform practice is uneven. Leaders throughout the 
institution need to ask questions that make clear that data on student outcomes and 
program costs are expected for all efforts. 
 

3. ATTENTION TO POST-CREDENTIAL OUTCOMES. 
 

While the college works to engage employers and link programs to labor market 
needs, some students may not receive the training they need for jobs with family 
sustaining wages. Tracking labor market outcomes by program will help identify 
areas of weakness, and enable the college to target its efforts towards improvement. 
 

COLLEGE PROFILE  
 
RTC educates a student body that in some ways faces fewer challenges and in others more 
challenges than the national norm. The share of students coming from underrepresented 
minority groups and receiving Pell Grants is lower than the average for all U.S. community 
colleges. However, more than average are older, enroll part-time, and enter with remedial 
needs.  
 

 This college National average 

Underrepresented minorities* 17% 29% 
First-time full-time students receiving Pell Grants 20% 43% 
Age 25 or older 70% 40% 
Attend part-time 63% 57% 
Enter needing remedial coursework 86% 60% 
Credentials earned that are vocational/technical 79% 52% 
Median family income in community $76,000 $58,600 

 
* This percentage reflects the undergraduates enrolled in AY 2011-12 who are Black, Hispanic, or 
American Indian as reported by the NCES IPEDS Enrollment survey. 
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I. COMPLETION 
 

By two measures, RTC’s completion outcomes are above the national average and above the 
average of the 10 Aspen Prize finalists. RTC’s rate of credentials granted is equal to the 
finalist average and above the national average. 
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Of the RTC students who transferred to a four-year institution, the percentage who 
completed at that institution is well below the finalist average. 
 

 
 
The structure of RTC’s professional technical programs likely plays a major part in the 
college’s high completion rate. There is little room to stray off a path, and instructors 
maintain close personal connections with students. In lieu of a developmental education 
sequence, RTC embeds math and English instruction into technical classes, which serves as a 
national model. However, professors say that early in each term they lose a number of 
students who are very unprepared academically. When it comes to the supports outside of 
class that enable student success, RTC has some promising approaches, but they are nascent: 
embedded program advisors, an early alert system, student success courses, and mandatory 
orientations based in individual programs. 

 
Area of opportunity: COMPLETION AGENDA AND DATA USE FOR 
IMPROVEMENT 
 
Especially compared to other Aspen Prize finalist colleges, there seems to be less urgency at 
RTC for significantly improving associate degree attainment and transfer outcomes. And 
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leaders, faculty, and staff do not systematically use data to track students and student 
outcomes, analyze trends, identify strengths or weaknesses, or evaluate interventions. While 
some attributed this to staffing voids in institutional research, inquiry should not be the 
domain of one office alone, and the recent hire of an institutional effectiveness director 
should alleviate this side of the problem.  
 

What to consider: 

 Building on the foundation created by the previous president, a bold call from the 
new president, supported by the Board of Trustees, that it’s everyone’s business to 
make quantifiable improvement in student outcomes. The new president should lead 
the college in setting standards and expectations for student success outcomes, 
developing a plan to achieve them, and supporting and holding people accountable 
for meeting them. 

 A comprehensive completion agenda and plan that includes interim and long-term 
targets for the college as a whole as well as for subgroup populations, tied to current 
and planned activities designed to reach these targets. If the entire college 
understands how many students, exactly, are and aren’t completing—compared to 
the entire college population—they are likelier to understand the urgency for reform. 
Credential and degree attainment (both the rate and the number of completers) 
should be foremost among these metrics, and other metrics such as selection of 
major and credit accumulation within a specific time after entry should be tied to 
student completion goals. The plan should identify persons responsible, timelines 
and deadlines, and resources needed.  

 A limited number of college-wide, measurable student success outcome goals that 
are highlighted through planning, committee meetings, consistent messaging from 
leadership, and regular updates to programs on how they are progressing. With clear 
performance targets for departments, everyone understands what they are working 
toward. 

 More sophisticated data analysis that can help the college track cohorts of students 
over time, measure the effectiveness of its approaches, and inform the development 
of long term, strategic institutional planning. Progress on key performance indicators 
should be analyzed at certain milestones and course gateways, disaggregated by key 
demographic categories, such as race, gender, and income level. 

 A system to ensure that all student success strategies will be attached to clear goals 
and will be evaluated for effectiveness, and a college-wide body responsible for 
promoting and monitoring the effectiveness of these reforms. 

 A study that examines the characteristics of students who fail to complete and timing 
of their withdrawals, and then works to understand their reasons for leaving. 
Initiatives could be designed based on the trends revealed by the data. 

 
Where to look 
 
Central Piedmont Community College  
Central Piedmont’s institutional research office has done notable work in institutionalizing a 
culture of evidence—faculty throughout the college understand and use data to improve 
student outcomes. The Center for Applied Research on campus provides services to the 
college and others around the country. 

http://cpcc-cfar.com/
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Guilford Technical Community College 
Guilford Tech has been recognized for its data analysis and the creation of a culture of 
inquiry and improvement. 
 
Montgomery County Community College 
MCCC conducts formal, organized strategic and institutional planning to assess programs 
and reallocate resources. 
 
Sinclair Community College 
Sinclair invested heavily in institutional research and engages with IR professionals to 
provide the foundation for a host of improvement efforts, including guided pathways, 
creation of technology to monitor progress and intervene where appropriate, and a more 
holistic approach to college readiness. 
 
Springfield Technical Community College 
Springfield conducts sophisticated data analysis to track students in technical programs and 
uses that data to influence change. 
 
Valencia College  
Valencia sets out to institutionalize innovation through a process of identifying “Big Ideas” 
and launching them with collaborative, large-scale, data-centered convenings. 
 
Building a Culture of Inquiry: Using a Cycle of Exploring Research and Data to 
Improve Student Success 
This guide from the RP Group lays out a productive cycle for using data for change, and 
provides further resources. 
 
Learning From High-Performing and Fast-Gaining Institutions 
This practice guide from the Education Trust, based on the analysis of practices at eight 
improving universities, lays out 10 essential data-centered questions for colleges to frame a 
completion conversation around.  

 
Area of opportunity: DEVELOPMENTAL EDUCATION 
While contextualized education and I-BEST are effective, they don’t appear to be enough to 
help students with particularly weak academic skills make academic progress and ultimately 
attain a credential.   
 

What to consider: 

 An analysis of placement test results and student outcomes in certain programs. This 
can start the conversation about creating different definitions of readiness for 
different programs, counseling students into programs where they are most likely to 
succeed, and targeting supports where students need them most. 

 New accelerated mathematics and English models that won’t slow students’ progress 
toward completion. 

 

 

http://valenciacollege.edu/trustee-education/valenciasbigideas.cfm
http://www.rpgroup.org/sites/default/files/CbD-Building.pdf
http://www.rpgroup.org/sites/default/files/CbD-Building.pdf
http://www.rpgroup.org/sites/default/files/CbD-Building.pdf
http://achievingthedream.org/resource/12702/education-trust-higher-education-practice-guide-learning-from-high-performing-and-fast-gaining-institutions
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What to consider 

 
Lake Area Technical Institute 
Similar to RTC, Lake Area does not require a traditional developmental sequence.  
But upon enrollment, students are counseled into and away from programs of varying 
academic intensity based on assessment results. 
 
Santa Barbara City College and City University of New York 
Express to Success at Santa Barbara City College and CUNY Start at Hostos and other New 
York colleges are showing strong results. They pair accelerated remedial classes with a 
learning community and dedicated advising and supports. 
 
Innovation at Scale: How Virginia Community Colleges Are Collaborating to 
Improve Developmental Education and Increasing Student Success 
This Jobs for the Future case study describes the developmental education reform process 
for Virginia’s community colleges—including replacing the “blunt instrument” that was the 
previous placement system with a custom assessment and diagnostics that place students 
into specific modules. 
 
 
 

 
  

http://www.sbcc.edu/esp/
http://www.cuny.edu/academics/programs/notable/CATA/cti-cunystart.html
http://www.jff.org/publications/innovation-scale-how-virginia-community-colleges-are-collaborating-improve
http://www.jff.org/publications/innovation-scale-how-virginia-community-colleges-are-collaborating-improve
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II. LABOR MARKET OUTCOMES 

 
RTC is located in a region with a relatively low unemployment rate and some growth. In this 
less challenging environment, graduates have an employment rate on par with that of other 
Aspen finalists and relatively lower earnings. 

 

Outcomes for Graduates Context 

Employment Rate Relative to Finalists County Unemployment Rate, 2013 

Average 5.2% 

Employed Graduates’ Wages Relative to Region Employment Growth, 2009-2013 

1 Year Post-Graduation:  67% vs. other new hires 
5 Years Post-Graduation: 71% vs. all workers 

2.2% 

 
RTC runs technical programs that are relevant and carefully aligned with labor market 
opportunities in the region. When employers present the need for a new credential that will 
result in good jobs, the college responds, as it did recently in anesthesiology and 
ophthalmology. Instructors stay connected by working in the field and embed the 
development of workplace soft skills into their curriculum. Program improvements rely 
nearly completely on professors’ strong relationships with employers, however. RTC could 
do more on a systematic basis to analyze labor market data by program, including the 
employment and earnings outcomes for graduates, and data assessing the programs and 
curriculum offerings. 

 
Area of opportunity: ATTENTION TO POST-GRADUATE OUTCOMES  
The college could do more to use data in a systemic way to understand student outcomes in 
the workforce, labor market needs, workforce needs, program alignment with industry, and 
employer satisfaction. Most of the information in these areas appears to be gathered 
anecdotally. 
 
What to consider: 

 A systemic and comprehensive planning process to assess student labor market 
outcomes and measure how well the college meets regional workforce needs. Track 
earning and employment rates of graduates by programs, using unemployment 
insurance data if possible, and schedule time for each program to analyze results 
(compared to other years’ and colleges’) and make plans to gather further evidence 
through conversations with employers and students. College leaders should compare 
data across programs and colleges to inform improvement efforts and decisions 
regarding opening and expanding programs, closing or contracting them, and 
allocating resources. 

 Maps of the alignment between the college’s programs and broad industries or 
occupations of importance to the region, as well as the specific sorts of jobs available 
in those industries and the education and training required for each. An online 
informational tool paired with advising can be used to advise students and potential 
students toward high-wage, high-demand jobs.  
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 Clear expectations for the role of advisory councils. Professional programs are 
strongest when they systematically make substantive changes to curriculum or 
program offerings in response to the input of people in the field. Have the skills 
required for success in a field evolved? Is the college keeping up?  

 
Where to look 

 
Broward College 
For each program field, Broward’s new college catalog lays out jobs in demand in the region 
using a variety of data sources.  
 
Lake Area Technical Institute   
Lake Area is an exemplar for the structured use of advisory councils. Advisors from the field 
weigh in on every curricular change, and are in touch with faculty monthly if not much 
more. 
 
Montgomery County Community College 
MCCC conducts formal, organized strategic and institutional planning to assess programs 
and reallocate resources. 
 

Using Labor Market Data to Improve Student Success 
This Aspen Institute guide shows how Walla Walla Community College and other schools 
take advantage of available data to tailor their programs to labor market needs. 
 
Workforce Preparation and Employment Outcomes 
This Completion Arch research brief from RTI International illustrates how community 
colleges in Tennessee and California report labor market outcomes of their graduates in 
certificate and degree programs. 

 
  

http://issuu.com/browardcollegecatalog/docs/1516_college_catalog__sections_iv_a?e=17305406/13248191
http://www.aspeninstitute.org/publications/using-labor-market-data-improve-student-success
http://www.completionarch.org/uploads/Workforce.pdf
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III. LEARNING 
 

Instructors seem largely left to themselves to decide whether and how to monitor what 
students are learning; the college lacks a comprehensive learning outcomes assessment 
system. This might be effective in small technical programs where instructors are in close 
communication with employers, but it leaves gaps in other courses and programs. That said, 
RTC’s technical professors are unusually engaged in the teaching of English and math, as 
applied to their fields, embedded instruction through I-BEST provides support, and some 
other courses have specialized general education courses, such as Basic Math for Machining. 
Despite these efforts, there is a subset of students with particularly weak academic skills who 
struggle without a robust system of developmental education. This is evidenced by the low 
rate at which students who transfer to four-year universities attain a bachelor’s degree. 

 
Area of Opportunity: HUMAN RESOURCES  
The hiring of new faculty provides an opportunity to define the qualities that enable student 
success and then hire for them.  
 
What to consider: 
Hiring process driven by a new definition of what qualities in professors will further student 
success goals. 
 
Where to look: 
 
Building a Faculty Culture of Student Success 
Among other things, this Aspen Institute guide explains how Valencia College defined the 
qualities of effective educators and used that framework to guide human resources practices.   
 
Hiring Exceptional Community College Presidents 
While this Aspen Institute guide is geared toward hiring leaders who advance student 
success, the principles and basic processes it lays out can be applied to hiring faculty as well. 
 
Area of opportunity: STUDENT LEARNING OUTCOMES 
Faculty and students would benefit from a more systematic approach to establishing 
meaningful and measurable college-wide student learning outcomes. While the college has a 
plan to move from its classroom-based competency design to a broader institutional design, 
it seems that there is not yet the structure, resources, or expertise in place to drive this 
change.   
 

What to consider: 

 A broader institutional approach to measuring student learning outcomes and using 
these data for course and program improvement, and measuring overall institutional 
effectiveness.  

 Faculty professional development opportunities to improve the quality and 
sophistication of individual course surveys. 

 More training—for new faculty and in continuing professional development—to 
help instructors improve the quality and sophistication of individual course surveys 

http://www.aspeninstitute.org/sites/default/files/content/docs/ccprize/BuildingaFacultyCulture.pdf
http://www.aspeninstitute.org/sites/default/files/content/docs/pubs/Hiring%20Tools%2C%20Full%20Report%2C%20FINAL.pdf
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and translate assessment results into different and more effective approaches to 
teaching. 

 

Where to look 
 

West Kentucky Community and Technical College  
West Kentucky’s faculty-led approach to measuring, and responding to, student learning 
outcomes is a national model. Every section of every class has common assessments graded 
according to common rubrics; professors are measuring not just college-wide learning 
outcomes but key course and program learning outcomes, and they adjust instruction 
accordingly. 
What Excellent Community Colleges Do: Preparing All Students for Success (chapter 3) 
 
Area of opportunity: PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

The college does great work in training instructors in Reading Apprenticeship and Universal 
Design for Learning, but other areas of professional development could be strengthened.  
 

What to consider: 
A formal, pedagogy-based course for training new faculty. 
 

Where to look 
 
Northeast Wisconsin Technical College 
When the state dismantled the tenure process, NWTC developed an Instructor Preparation 
Academy to enhance full-time faculty’s professional growth.   
Instructor Preparation Academy  
 
Valencia College  
A new system of professional development and tenure is built around faculty investigating—
and, with support, improving—their own teaching practice.  
Building a Faculty Culture of Student Success 
 
West Kentucky Community and Technical College 
New faculty and staff meet monthly over two years for in-depth training with a strong focus 
on pedagogy, with a focus on skills, such as reading, identified as college-wide areas for 
improvement. 
 
 

 
  

http://hepg.org/hep-home/books/what-excellent-community-colleges-do
http://www.nwtc.edu/aboutus/human-resources/certification/Documents/IPA.pdf
http://www.aspeninstitute.org/sites/default/files/content/docs/ccprize/BuildingaFacultyCulture.pdf
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IV. EQUITY 
 
At RTC, 22 percent of students are from underrepresented minority groups, compared with 
25 percent of the college’s service area. The completion rate for underrepresented minorities 
is nearly equal to that for whites at the college and higher than for minorities nationwide.  
 

 
 
RTC makes great efforts to reaches out to and support diverse and disadvantaged 
populations. Its adult basic education programs reach the truly disenfranchised: 
undocumented immigrants, the homeless, and more. RTC makes an intentional effort to 
guide students from basic studies into college courses, ensuring that 12 percent make that 
transition, a higher rate than reported by other community colleges. With few exceptions, 
every degree program is open to every student. In class, students benefit from pedagogical 
approaches designed to help those least likely to succeed, including I-BEST and intentional 
teaching of reading strategies. The college can grow this commitment into strategic 
improvement, by measuring and analyzing student learning outcomes and achievement gaps 
to understand who is succeeding, who is not, and why.  
 

Area of opportunity: ADULT BASIC EDUCATION 

ABE students seem well-served in that program but relatively few make it into—and 
through—credit-bearing programs. 
 

What to consider: 
A strategy to increase the pipeline of ABE students who move into college programs, and 
dedicated supports once they do. 
 
Where to look 
 
Indian River State College 
Over a decade ago, Indian River created its Adult Education programs (ABE/GED, Adult 
High School and English as a Second Language) based on the idea that all students can 
succeed in postsecondary programs if barriers are minimized and students are equipped with 
core academic and essential life skills. Today, approximately 15% of the IRSC graduates 
from certificate or degree programs started in Adult Education. 
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National College Transition Network 
This organization provides technical assistance for colleges working to support 
nontraditional adult learners. 
 
Area of opportunity: PART-TIME STUDENTS 
The full-time schedule is difficult for some people who otherwise could benefit from RTC’s 
opportunities. 
 

What to consider: 
Part-time, online pathways for employed students in certain programs that align with unmet 
labor market demand. 
 
Where to look 
 

Lake Area Technical Institute  
To increase access and help our employed students in online programs succeed, Lake Area 
Technical Institute hired two business partner specialists who work with industry on 
supporting employees ability to “upskill” in the workplace. Besides monetary support and 
tuition assistance, employer support for employees can include providing a quiet place to 
study, access to computers and internet, allowing students to use company equipment to 
hone skills and do labs, and allowing employees time during the work day to study or letting 
them count study time as work hours. Next year, the college will have some courses taught 
on weekends to improve access for employed students. 
 
Area of opportunity: FINANCIAL AND OTHER NONACADEMIC SUPPORTS 

With students and advisors citing money and child care as major barriers to completion, the 
college could provide more nonacademic supports.  
 

What to consider: 

 An aggregation of information from advisers about trends in students’ nonacademic 
needs, and a plan for addressing them. Solutions may include partnerships with 
community-based organizations or national nonprofits to create more holistic 
systems for providing nonacademic resources to students.   

 A more intrusive approach to financial literacy.  

 The development, with the help of employers, of a larger scholarship fund for need-
based awards. 

 

Where to look 

 
Brazosport College 
Brazosport reached out to local employers to build up an unusually large fund for need-
based scholarships. 
 
Brazosport College and El Paso Community College 
Few students at Brazosport and El Paso take out loans, in large part because of proactive 
one-on-one counseling for every student by the financial aid office.  Brazosport’s counseling 

http://www.collegetransition.org/home.html
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includes a strong financial literacy component, and the college has a large scholarship fund 
for need-based awards. 
 
Central New Mexico Community College 
The college’s CNM Connect provides bundled services that are purposefully connected both 
on and off-campus, allowing students to tailor plans to address financial literacy, budget 
development, tax preparation, benefits assistance applications, and food supports. 
 
LaGuardia Community College 
LaGuardia takes comprehensive approach to student financial stability, including mining 
FAFSA data to identify students and automatically screen them for public benefits. 
 
Olympic College 
Olympic maintains a central space on campus where about 1,000 students each year access 
resources such as textbook loans, food, and emergency aid; it is funded in part through 
faculty and student support.  
 
Single Stop USA 
Single Stop provides colleges with the training, resources, and supports to give students a 
wide range of nonacademic benefits and services.   
 
Skyline College 
With the county human services agency, Skyline hosted an event where students could apply 
for and be approved for federal nutrition assistance in two hours.  Also, through its 
SparkPoint partnership with United Way, the college provides financial counseling, further 
assessment of eligibility for public benefits, and connections to on-campus supports such as 
a food pantry. 
Skyline College Hosts First Ever CalFresh in a Day Event 
 
Beyond Financial Aid: How Colleges Can Strengthen the Financial Stability of Low-
Income Students and Increase Student Outcomes  
This toolkit from the Lumina Foundation provides a self-assessment so colleges understand 
steps they can (and must) take to build a comprehensive set of supports to make school 
affordable for students, beyond traditional financial aid strategies. 
 

https://www.cnm.edu/student-resources/get-help
http://www.skylinecollege.edu/sparkpoint/
https://skylinecollege.edu/skylineshines/2014/05/22/skyline-college-hosts-the-first-ever-calfresh-in-a-day-event/
http://www.luminafoundation.org/resources/beyond-financial-aid-guidebook
http://www.luminafoundation.org/resources/beyond-financial-aid-guidebook

