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Across the education sector, calls for accounta-
bility and results—and for greater transparency
in the reporting of student outcomes—have
been increasing. While this pressure began two
decades ago in K-12 education, community
colleges are now also paying closer attention to
how they can and should use data on student
outcomes to drive better results. Historically,
colleges have generated data primarily for
compliance purposes—to meet state or federal
reporting requirements. But this has begun to
change: some dynamic, entrepreneurial commu-
nity colleges are taking a hard look at how they
can create and sustain an internal culture of
evidence-based practice. These colleges are
engaging staff throughout the institution in
looking at data to identify areas of weakness,
progress, and potential improvement.

Building a Culture of Evidence in Community
Colleges looks at four colleges that are national
leaders in using institutional research strategi-
cally and for improvement: City College of San
Francisco; Community College of Baltimore
County; Indian River Community College; and
LaGuardia Community College. All four of
these leading colleges have received or been
finalists for the MetLife Foundation
Community College Excellence Award.

The pioneering efforts of these schools in the
use of student data for identifying problems and
potential solutions provide a rich source of
expertise on what it takes to build an institu-
tion-wide culture of evidence-based decision
making. They also illustrate how community

colleges can make routine the use of data to
identify strengths and weaknesses, pinpoint
areas for improvement, and assess the impact
on students of new programs and innovations.
The experiences of these institutions also
suggest changes in state and community college
system policies that can enable significantly
more institutions to follow their lead.

The ways in which these four institutions
organize and use institutional research suggests
concrete, specific strategies that college leaders
and their research teams can use to weave data
use deep into the fabric of an institution.

These lessons cluster into four categories:

Set the tone and insist on a culture that elevates
evidence and inquiry: Leaders can drive their
systems and messages toward the use of data
across the college.
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Tie data analysis and use tightly to planning and
budgeting processes: Instituting strategic plan-
ning processes that explicitly tie student
outcome data to budget allocations makes clear
to stakeholders throughout the college that data
matters to institutional priorities and resource
allocations.

The strategies pursued by the community
colleges profiled in this report provide impor-
tant and very practical lessons for other colleges
that want to embrace evidence-based decision
making. Their approaches to building capacity
and trust; integrating data use into planning,
budgeting, and teaching and learning; and
changing institutional culture have powerful
lessons for other colleges around the country.

In the end, though, the kind of transformation
that these colleges have undergone and are
continuing to pursue widely and in a sustained
way will not spread without state and system
policies that provide additional resources,
support more sophisticated data analyses and
capacity, and create incentives for institutional
leaders to drive change. The two must go hand
in hand: institutional excellence and supportive
policies. When they do, the success of these
MetLife Foundation Award winners and final-
ists will be more easily replicable by other
community colleges across the nation.
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Put data in the hands of the users: Institutional
research offices can stimulate demand for data
by making sure that the data are both reliable
and accessible.

Conduct specific analyses that answer impor-
tant questions about how particular student
groups are progressing: Colleges can start on the
path of creating a culture of evidence by
conducting longitudinal analyses to identify
difficulties for specific populations at specific
points along the pipeline to graduation.


