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Executive Summary

Palo Alto College is a federally designated Hispanic-Serving Institution (HSI) of approximately 11,000
students located on the southside of San Antonio, an area historically underserved by the K-12 public
school system. The student population of this urban community college is 77% Hispanic, 62% female,
and overwhelmingly part-time (87%).

Starting in August 2019, a series of college-wide presentations created the backdrop for the selection of a
Quality Enhancement Plan (QEP) topic grounded in the College’s quest for continuous improvement.
Presentation topics included the 2019-2024 Strategic Plan, the College’s Key Performance Indicators
(KPIs), and current institutional and student data. Concurrent with the campus-wide data review, an
employee survey was launched to identify possible QEP topics.

In January 2020, a student survey was conducted to identify students’ perceptions of the challenges that
impeded their success as learners. Four key themes emerged in both the employee survey and the student
survey: a need for 1) more opportunities for active learning, 2) more supportive faculty-student
connections, 3) more tutoring resources, and 4) more focus on boosting students’ self-confidence. Each
theme suggested numerous strategies that could serve as a QEP focus. In June 2020, a diverse cross-
college group reviewed the top six most compelling strategies in a research-based forum and selected
Embedded Tutoring in High-Challenge Courses as the College’s QEP.

The topic resonated with the College’s long-standing commitment to maximize academic support for
students enrolled in high-challenge courses, which are defined as courses with enrollment over 100 and a
Productive Grade Rate (PGR) below 70%. PGR is measured as the percent of students who complete a
course with a final grade of A, B, or C. Three persistent high-challenge courses were targeted for
embedded tutoring intervention: BIOL 2401Anatomy & Physiology I, and co-requisite sections of both
College Algebra (MATH 1314+) and Composition I (ENGL 1301+). Co-requisites allow students, who
are not yet college-ready, to take credit-bearing courses while also taking developmental education
courses to improve their skills.

During the three-year QEP project, embedded tutoring will be implemented in 16 sections each semester
(8 sections of MATH 1314+, 4 sections of ENGL 1301+, and 4 sections of BIOL 2401). Each summer,
embedded tutoring faculty and tutors will prepare for the next academic year by attending a 2-day
workshop focusing on best practices in embedded tutoring.

Four student learning outcomes were identified for the QEP: 1) demonstrated understanding of course
content, 2) increased self-confidence, 3) increased sense of classroom belonging, and 4) positive
perceptions of tutoring. These outcomes will be assessed quantitatively through course performance
metrics and qualitatively through student survey and focus group data. Faculty and tutors will be
surveyed at the end of each term to identify successes and areas for improvement.

Two Co-Directors will facilitate day-to-day implementation assisted by the QEP Advisory Committee.
Ongoing overall evaluation of the QEP will be the responsibility of the QEP Oversight Committee. The
College is fully prepared to allocate the necessary staffing and financial resources to ensure the success of
its QEP.

Ultimately, the goal of the QEP is to implement embedded tutoring in all high-challenge courses at Palo
Alto College. The 3-year QEP will provide an opportunity for rigorous, systematic evaluation of
embedded tutoring pedagogy in three disciplines and create a cadre of faculty and tutor mentors to assist
in expanding embedded tutoring to all high-challenge courses.
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Section 1:

Introduction

Palo Alto College’s QEP Planning Committee met for nearly a year to develop a Quality Enhancement
Plan (QEP) that would support student success in high-challenge biology, math, and English courses by
implementing embedded tutoring. For months, the Planning Committee focused on embedded tutoring
(ET) best practices, an operational definition of embedded tutoring, and objective and measurable student
learning outcomes.

The single most compelling theme that resonated - repeatedly - through committee conversations was
“connection,” specifically, the power of embedded tutoring pedagogy to promote meaningful connections
for students with their peers, their tutor, their instructor, and the course content. In the operational
definition of embedded tutoring crafted by the committee, embedded tutors are described as “Architects
of Learning” because they are instrumental in creating a context for classroom interconnection and
academic achievement.

As the Spring 2021 semester came to a close, one of the last official tasks of the Planning Committee was
to decide on a slogan for the QEP. The many contending phrases suggested by committee members all, in
some way, echoed the theme of “connection.” Not surprisingly, the slogan selected by the group was the
phrase that most explicitly depicted connection:

Embedded Tutoring = Your Bridge to Success

The bridge metaphor vividly captures the Planning Committee’s vision of embedded tutoring as a vital
“bridge” connecting students to course content and to participation in an authentic community of learners.
These connections and interconnections promote students’ academic success, course completion, and
persistence in accomplishing their academic goals.

The following narrative describes the College’s quest to identify and develop a QEP topic that mirrors its
commitment not only to academic excellence and student success, but also to connecting students to yet-
to-be-imagined possibilities within themselves.
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Section 2:

QEP Topic Selection

Palo Alto College is a federally designated Hispanic-Serving Institution (HSI) of approximately 11,000
students located on the southside of San Antonio, an area historically underserved by the K-12 public
school system. The student population of this urban community college is 77% Hispanic, 62% female,
and overwhelmingly part-time (87%). The average age is 22 years, and 39% of students receive Pell
Grants (2019-2020 Palo Alto College Factbook, 2020 Alamo Colleges Factbook).

Founded in 1985 on the belief that education improves lives, Palo Alto College has dedicated itself to
providing the southside community with accessible, affordable higher education in the arts and sciences
and in technical and workforce programs. The development of the current Quality Enhancement Plan
(QEP) represents a continuation of the College’s 36-year commitment to academic excellence and life-
changing student success.

The QEP topic selection process began in Fall 2019 and was orchestrated by a small group of College
administrators and staff. The members of the QEP Planning Committee for Topic Selection included:

Gil Becerra, VP for Student Success

Katherine Doss, VP of Colleges Services & SACSCOC Liaison
Dr. Mary-Ellen Jacobs, Academic Program Director

Julie McDevitt, Director, Teaching and Learning Center
Elizabeth Tanner, VP for Academic Success

This group worked together from August 2019 until June 2020 when the College finalized its selection of
the QEP topic. Under the Planning Committee’s guidance, the topic selection process was carefully
constructed to intertwine two complementary strands: demonstrated institutional need and the voices of
members of the College community.

2.1 Demonstrated Institutional Need

Beginning at the August 2019 Convocation, a series of college-wide presentations created the backdrop
for the selection of a QEP topic grounded in the College’s quest for continuous improvement. Topics
systematically addressed by these presentations were the 2019-2024 Strategic Plan, the College’s Key
Performance Indicators (KPIs), current institutional data, and relevant student data.

2019-2024 Strategic Plan

The College’s 2019-2024 Strategic Plan (Appendix A) is comprised of four Strategic Directions:
Community Empowerment, Employee Empowerment, Student Empowerment, and Maximize Capacity to
Serve. The five goals of Student Empowerment listed below helped guide the College community in
considering possible QEP topics.
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Table 2.1.1: Palo Alto College 2019-2024 Strategic Plan Strategic Direction: Student
Empowerment

Palo Alto College is committed to empowering students to explore educational opportunities,
identify career and transfer pathways, and discover high-wage, high-demand careers. Palo Alto
College meets students where they are by providing tools and strategies to address students’
unique interests and to help them succeed academically and professionally.

Goals:

1. Increase student completion

2. Increase opportunities for students to explore career pathways

3. Increase student transfer outcomes and improve workforce outcomes
4, Close equity gaps across student sub-populations

5. Increase student proficiency in learning outcomes

Members of the College community initiated their search for a meaningful QEP topic mindful of how the
Strategic Plan defined student success.

Key Performance Indicators

The annual Alamo Colleges Benchmarks Report (2019) shows how the Alamo Colleges District and each
of the District’s five colleges compare in Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) to other Very Large
Community Colleges (VLCC) in Texas and to the best community colleges in the state. Four Strategic
Drivers are associated with specific KPIs as shown in Table 2.1.2.

Table 2.1.2: Crosswalk of Strategic Drivers and KPIs

Strategic Driver Key Performance Indicators
Recruitment Market Penetration, Enrollment
Retention Student Engagement, Student Progress
Completion Graduation, Transfer

Workforce Solutions Workforce Success

College presentations set the stage for the QEP by highlighting KPI data from the 2079 Alamo Colleges
Benchmarks Report that aligned with the Strategic Plan’s goals for “Student Empowerment.” Examples
of data points discussed included:

KPI: Student Progress. Productive Grade Rate (PGR) decreased from 78.8% in Fall 2017
to 75.5% in Fall 2018. Fall-to-Fall Persistence for the 2017 Full-Time (FT) First-Time In College (FTIC)
cohort was 62.7% while the state average was 58.5%.

KPI: Graduation. FT FTIC 4-year graduation rate for the Fall 2014 cohort was 31.8%
while the state’s best community college Lee College was 41.5%. The number of degrees and certificates
awarded increased from 1,549 in Academic Year (AY) 2017 to 1,714 in AY2018.

KPI: Workforce Success. The percent of academic students employed and/or enrolled a
year after graduation was 92.3%, which is 2.3% higher than the VLCC average of 90.0%.
The percent of technical students employed and/or enrolled a year after graduation was 90.2%, which is
1.4% higher than the VLCC average of 88.8%.
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Data on the Student Progress KPI generated the liveliest conversation. PGR and Fall-to-Fall Persistence
became aspects of student success that the College community strongly believed could be enhanced
through a well-designed QEP.

Current Institutional Data

The College’s monthly Celebrate and Share Breakfast held in September 2019 provided an opportunity to
present key institutional data that would serve as a context for the QEP topic selection process. The
College community reviewed the 2019 Environmental Scan and data from Institutional Learning
Outcomes.

2019 Environment Scan. Annually, the Palo Alto College Office of Institutional Research,
Planning, and Effectiveness gauges the impact of the demographic environment on the College by
conducting an Environmental Scan that focuses on educational, economic, and social trends. This report
includes an overview of the College, population and educational attainment trends, workforce projections,
and legislative updates. The document provides critical information which is used during annual planning
processes and guides the direction of the institution.

Table 2.1.3: Key Findings from the 2019 Environmental Scan

Topic Area Key Findings
College Enrollment & e Palo Alto College (PAC) has experienced continuous
Completion enrollment growth at a greater rate than many other Texas

two-year public institutions. Enrollment increased 16.9%
from Fall 2013 to Fall 2018.

e PAC graduation rates surpass state averages for full-time
and part-time FTIC students.

e Only 26.7% of Palo Alto College students graduate with
debt compared to 30.6% statewide.

Population Growth & e San Antonio’s population is 64% Hispanic or Latino.
Demographic Shifts e San Antonio is expected to nearly double in population
size by 2040.

e San Antonio continues to have a greater percentage of
people living below the poverty level (20.0%), compared
to Texas (14.9%) and the U.S. (13.1%).

Education & Income e Educational attainment levels are lower for San Antonio
residents than national rates. A higher proportion of the
national population holds at least a bachelor’s degree while
a higher proportion of San Antonio residents have less
than a high school diploma.

e As educational attainment increases, the likelihood of
living below the poverty rate decreases; 28% of adults 25
years and older who have less than a high school credential
live in poverty, compared to 17% of adults who have a
high school credential or equivalent, and 12% of adults
who have some college or an associate’s degree.

e In San Antonio, annual median earnings of adults with
some college or an associate's degree are $5,681 higher
than high school graduates.
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Economic e Total employment in the Alamo Workforce Development
Competitiveness & Area is projected to grow 15.5% from 2016 to 2026.
Workforce

In addition, the “College Overview” section of the 2019 Environmental Scan pinpointed two factors
particularly germane to the development of a QEP:

o Palo Alto College serves the largest proportion of economically disadvantaged students across the
Alamo Colleges District. During the 2020 Fiscal Year, 39% of PAC students received Federal
Pell Grants averaging $4,407, while only 26% percent of students at Texas peer group institutions
received Federal Pell Grants, and these averaged $4,134.

e Across the five Alamo Colleges, Palo Alto College serves the largest percentage of students who
do not meet state readiness standards in one or more areas under the Texas Success Initiative
(TSI). In the Fall 2018 cohort of FTIC students, 68% needed developmental education.

Data indicates that Palo Alto College students are both economically disadvantaged and academically
underprepared when they enroll as FTIC students. Because these factors make academic success more
difficult to achieve, supportive interventions, such as those that can be implemented within the framework
of a QEP, are vital to create a context for life-changing student success.

Institutional Learning Outcomes (ILOs). According to the Texas Higher Education
Coordinating Board (THECB), the goal of an institution’s core curriculum is for students to “gain a
foundation of knowledge of human cultures and the physical and natural world, develop principles of
personal and social responsibility for living in a diverse world, and advance intellectual and practical
skills that are essential for all learning” (Texas Core Curriculum, 2018, p.4).

The THECB specifies that each core curriculum course must include three or four of the six Core
Objectives linked to the Texas Core Curriculum. These six Core Objectives are:

o Critical Thinking Skills: creative thinking, innovation, inquiry, and the analysis, evaluation, and
synthesis of information.

o Communication Skills: effective development, interpretation, and expression of ideas through
written, oral, and visual communication.

e Empirical and Quantitative Skills: manipulation and analysis of numerical data or observable
facts resulting in informed conclusions.

o Teamwork: the ability to consider different points of view and to work effectively with others to
support a shared purpose or goal.

e Social Responsibility: intercultural competence, knowledge of civic responsibility, and the ability
to engage effectively in regional, national, and global communities.

e Personal Responsibility: the ability to connect choices, actions and consequences to ethical
decision making.

At Palo Alto College, the six Core Objectives are referred to as Institutional Learning Outcomes (ILOs)
because they unite all College stakeholders around common goals for student learning. The ILOs
comprise the skills and abilities that the College and the THECB believe all students need to succeed and
thrive in life, in their educational careers, and in the workplace. The faculty embed lessons and
assignments in their courses that allow students to practice and grow in these skills. Students also interact
with and practice the skills and abilities through participation in co-curricular and extra-curricular
activities.
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Each year the College uses a direct, performance-based assessment to measure student proficiency in one
or more ILO. Samples of student work are collected and rated using the appropriate ILO rubric. Review
of ILO assessment data enables members of the College community to identify areas of academic strength
and areas needing improvement. This information provided a crucial backdrop for QEP topic
identification. Results of the College’s most recent ILO assessments are summarized in the following
table.

Table 2.1.4: ILO Assessment Results

ILO Data Point

Critical Thinking e 82.4% of students were proficient in identifying and discussing an
issue or problem, but

e only 57.1% were able to discuss alternative points of view related to
that issue or problem.

Communication o 86.3% of students were proficient at developing the content and
purpose in their writing, but

o only 74.7% communicated using clear, grammatically correct
language, with a wide variety of word usage and sentence structures.

Empirical & o 87.3% of students were able to identify the problem, and 83.1% of
Quantitative Skills students were able to bring in all needed information for the problem,
but

only 73.9% of students were able to clearly present their results, and

only 73.6% of students were able to apply their findings.

Teamwork e Overall, 91% of students were proficient in all three criteria of the
Teamwork rubric.

o However, of those that were not proficient, 76.5% were rated as not
fully engaged with the work of the team.

Social o 86.9% of students were proficient in identifying and discussing a
Responsibility cultural issue, but
o only 68.4% of students were able to discuss alternative cultural
viewpoints.
Personal o 74.3% of students were proficient in identifying and discussing an
Responsibility ethical issue, but

e only 57.7% were able to discuss alternative ethical viewpoints.

Overall, Palo Alto College students excelled at identifying and discussing issues or problems. However,
students were far less successful in discussing alternative viewpoints. Thus, the ILO assessment shone a
spotlight on core skills that could potentially be enhanced through a strategically designed QEP.

Relevant Student Data

At the College’s monthly Celebrate and Share Breakfast in October 2019, student data was reviewed to
help identify opportunities for enhancing student success. Presentations highlighted findings from the
2019 Community College Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE), the 2018 Ruffalo Noel Levitz
Survey, the College’s Student Advocacy Survey, and the Trellis Student Financial Wellness Survey.

Community College Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE). The Community College
Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE) is a nationally administered survey that helps institutions focus
on educational best practices and identifies areas for improvement in programs and services for students.
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The CCSSE is administered every two years with the last administration at Palo Alto College in Spring
2019.

As illustrated in Table 2.1.5 below, the presentations to the College community highlighted five key
CCSSE measures that aligned with the KPI of Student Engagement and the College’s Strategic Direction

of Student Empowerment.

Table 2.1.5: Alignment of CCSSE Measures and College KPIs

KPI CCSSE Measure National | State PAC - Spring
Average | Average | 2019 CCSSE

Student Support for Learners 50.0 52.9 55.7
Engagement

Student Active & Collaborative Learning 50.0 50.9 48.2
Engagement

Student Student Effort 50.0 50.4 52.1
Engagement

Student Academic Challenge 50.0 49.2 47.5
Engagement

Student Student-Faculty Interaction 50.0 49.7 46.6
Engagement

Opportunities for improvement existed in the areas of active and collaborative learning, academic
challenge, and student-faculty interaction. Student responses to these three CCSSE measures
foreshadowed themes that would later emerge in the January 2020 student surveys conducted to identify a
QEP topic. The consistency of the student voice became an unexpected lodestar in guiding the College
toward its QEP topic.

Ruffalo Noel Levitz Survey (RNL). The Ruffalo Noel Levitz (RNL) Satisfaction-Priorities
Survey is a national student satisfaction benchmarking instrument which has been administered every
other spring since 2008 at Palo Alto College. The last administration of the survey occurred in 2018. The
aim of the survey is to evaluate students’ concerns that influence student success, college completion,
student recruitment, strategic planning, and re-accreditation.

Students who responded to the 2018 survey identified four strengths of the College:
82% of respondents were satisfied with their experience at Palo Alto College.
The campus was perceived as safe and secure.

Classes were scheduled at times convenient for students.

Students indicated they experienced intellectual growth at the College.

Respondents indicated two opportunities for improvement that centered on advising:
e Students wanted advisors to be more knowledgeable about transfer requirements.
e Students wanted advisors to be more knowledgeable about program requirements.

Results of the RNL Survey reflect satisfaction with the College’s instructional quality and with the
campus climate. Students identified advising as an area where additional information was often needed
about transfer and program requirements. The student perceptions conveyed in the RNL prompted
discussion of focusing the QEP on improving students’ advising experience.
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Student Advocacy Survey. In December 2015, over 2,000 students responded to a survey
commissioned by the College’s Advocacy Center Task Force. The primary goal of the study was to
quantify perceived student need for a range of services including career preparation programs, financial
assistance programs, non-urgent health care, mental health services, family counseling services, and on-
campus housing.

Two key findings of the Student Advocacy Survey were:

* 53.3% of respondents perceived career preparation programs to be very beneficial for students.
e 49.5% of respondents perceived financial assistance programs to be very beneficial for students.

Based on survey findings, the College’s Student Advocacy Center initiated career preparation workshops
and financial literacy programs. In January 2020, student surveys conducted to identify a QEP topic
revealed the need for a career/transfer center as a prominent theme.

Student Financial Wellness Survey. During the Spring 2018 semester, 617 students responded
to the Trellis Student Financial Wellness Survey. The purpose of the survey was to learn more about
students’ financial insecurity, housing insecurity, food insecurity, student loan debt, cost of attending
school, and financial literacy.

Survey findings painted a compelling portrait of students’ financial insecurity:

61% of students worry about having enough money to pay for school.

55% of students have run out of money three or more times in the past year.

70% of students are not confident they would be able to pay off their school debt.
71% of students say they would use financial support services offered by their school.

As revealed in the survey, the urgency of students’ financial plight prompted the College to immediately
invest considerable resources in its new Advocacy Center to provide students with emergency funding for
day-to-day needs. A food bank was initiated at the College, and full-time counselors were hired to assist
students in crisis and connect them to vital community resources. Even with these interventions, financial
insecurity was a recurring theme in the January 2020 QEP topic identification survey that asked students
about the challenges they faced outside of the classroom that impeded their academic success.

2.2 Voices of the College Community
Employee Voices

Concurrent with the review of institutional data that occurred throughout Fall 2019, an online employee
survey was launched from 27 September through 7 October to identify possible QEP topics. The survey,
which was widely publicized and open to all College employees, received 120 responses. See Appendix
B for survey invitation.

The survey itself consisted of three open-ended questions about student success:

Current Student Success Initiatives
1. Are there one or two specific strategies that we are currently doing as a College - either in the
classroom or beyond the classroom - that you believe contribute significantly to the success of our
students?
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Challenges to Student Success
2. From your perspective, what challenges to student success— either in the classroom or beyond
the classroom — has the College been unable to effectively address?

3. Are there one or two specific strategies that we might implement as a College to address those
challenges?

The goal of the survey was to provide data that could be reviewed by College employees to narrow the
quest for potential QEP topics. A campus-wide conversation was scheduled for late October to review the
survey data.

All responses were initially categorized by question and then reviewed by a staff member familiar with
qualitative analysis in order to make the information obtained from the open-ended survey more
manageable for review at the all-College conversation. Four thematic areas emerged that were used as the
organizing structure for all survey data:

Responses related to academics
Responses related to advising
Responses related to advocacy
Responses related to the institution

At the Employee Engagement Day conversations held on 25 October 2019, a/l participants had the
opportunity to review and discuss al/ survey data. The 200 attendees were divided into groups of 8-10
and remained together for the entire day. Each group participated in four roundtable conversations (two
in the morning, two in the afternoon). Each session centered on one of the thematic areas: academics,
advising, advocacy, or the institution. Each discussion table was provided with relevant institutional data
for reference (e.g., a copy of the College’s Strategic Plan, the current PAC Factbook, the 2019
Environmental Scan, CCSSE and Ruffalo Noel Levitz results).

At each of the small group sessions, participants first reviewed all survey data for the topic area that
would be the focus of their discussion. Data were arranged by the three survey questions. The roundtable
facilitator then led the group through a session that addressed each of the following discussion questions:

e What are the top 3-5 challenges identified in the survey? Are there other challenges that were
not mentioned in this category that your group feels are significant?

e  Which of these challenges are being addressed by a current initiative(s)? How effectively does
your group believe the current initiative is addressing the challenge? Are there other strategies for
addressing the challenges?

e How workable are the strategies suggested to remedy this challenge? What other strategies could
be implemented to address this challenge that were not mentioned in the survey?

e  What data would support the identification of this challenge or strategy?

o Which strategic direction(s) is addressed with the identified strategy(ies)?

At the end of each small group session, the roundtable facilitator compiled the discussion results by
entering information on the following Survey Monkey form.

10



Table 2.2.1: Survey Monkey Form
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e  Group Number:

e Theme Discussed:

e List the top 3-5 challenges identified by the group. List the top 3-5 strategies to
address the challenges identified by the group.

e List the data identified by the group that supports the identification of these challenges
and/or strategies.

e List the strategic direction(s) identified by the group that are associated with the
identified challenges/strategies.

Data collected from Employee Engagement Day conversations showed that each thematic area was
discussed by 18-20 different groups and that the Academic and Advising thematic areas were identified
most often as the challenges the College needed to address as indicated in Tables 2.2.2 and 2.2.3.

Table 2.2.2: Academic Thematic Area

Challenges e Students unprepared for college courses - 100% of 19 groups

e Insufficient tutoring resources — 50% of 19 groups

e Need to improve persistence/retention — 47% of 19 groups

e Lack of student engagement/motivation— 42% of 19 groups
Strategies e Refreshers

e “Boot Camps”

e Mentoring/cohort programs

e Promoting support services

e Tutoring embedded in courses

e  Growth mindset initiatives

e More service and experiential learning

e Internships

e Cooperative/collaborative/active learning structures

Table 2.2.3: Advising Thematic Area

Challenges Enrollment process too complicated — 79% of 19 groups
Need for career/degree exploration — 74% of 19 groups
Strategies Internal application

Enrollment coaches
Streamline enrollment
Create career and transfer center

Student Voices

As data from the Employee Engagement Day conversations were being analyzed, preparations were
underway to survey students at the start of the Spring 2020 semester. The survey consisted of six open-
ended questions and sought students’ perspective on what college success means to them, what factors
enhance that success, and what obstacles they might encounter in achieving success.

11
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Spring 2020 Student Survey Questions:

As a student, my definition of success in college would be . . .

In the classroom, I learn best when . . .

In the classroom, I have the most difficulty learning when . . .

In the classroom, one or two specific challenges I face, or may face, that might prevent me from

achieving my definition of success are . . .

5. Outside of the classroom, one or two specific challenges I face, or may face, that might prevent
me from achieving my definition of success are . . .

6. One or two ways PAC faculty and staff could better help me achieve my definition of success

would be . . .

bl o

Rather than distributing the survey to students as an easily overlooked institutional email, the QEP
Planning Committee opted to personalize the survey experience by seeking faculty volunteers who,
during the first two weeks of the Spring 2020 semester, would spend a few minutes of class time having
students complete the survey. Thus, at an all-College luncheon, one of the hallmark events of
Convocation Week, the QEP update included an overview of the “Start of Semester Student Survey” and
a request for faculty and staff volunteers who would be interested in administering the survey to their
students.

The enthusiastic response of faculty and staff far exceeded expectations. Sixteen faculty and five staff
assisted in administering the survey in both face-to-face and online classes. The survey, which
represented a random College-wide sampling, received 830 student responses (88 online surveys and 742
paper surveys).

Survey responses were analyzed qualitatively, and the key themes that emerged are outlined in Table
2.2.4.

12



Table 2.2.4: Key Themes from Spring 2020 Student Survey
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Survey Question Key Themes Sample Student Voices

1. As a student, my Graduating e Graduating and
definition of success in e Not struggling in moving on to get my
college would be . . . courses 4-year degree.

Being comfortable in
class

To really understand
the material in class
and use it in my future
endeavors.

Finishing what I
started and being able
to prove to myself
that I am disciplined
enough to do so.

2. In the classroom, I learn
best when . . .

Learning is hands-on.
Teachers are engaged.

Professors engage
with their students.
Everything is
explained, and
teachers take the time
to teach.

Lessons are taught
with high energy and
are hands-on or
interactive.

3. In the classroom, I have
the most difficulty learning
when . ..

Lecture
Lack of
interaction/engagement
with teachers and peers

It is just a lecture, and
the professor seems as
if he/she does not
want to be there.

The teacher speeds
through lecture with
no handouts to follow.
The professor is
unorganized and gives
very vague
lessons/lectures.

4. In the classroom, one or
two specific challenges I
face, or may face, that
might prevent me from
achieving my definition of
success are . . .

Noise, distractions
Not understanding the
content

Stress

Not knowing anyone
Lack of confidence
Classroom is
overcrowded.

Too many distractions
A professor who is
not available
whenever there are
questions about the
material.

Lack of confidence
and lack of
motivation.

Being around loud
and distracting
classmates.
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5. Outside of the
classroom, one or two
specific challenges I face,
or may face, that might
prevent me from achieving
my definition of success
are . . .

Work

Family

Personal life
Transportation issues
Time management
Stress

The money, paying
bills and having gas
money.

Lack of shelter or
money to provide
safety.

My job and the
distance between
school and home.

6. One of two ways PAC
faculty and staff could
better help me achieve my
definition of success
would be . . .

Regular meetings to
discuss course progress,
help me stay on track.
Availability/awareness
of resources such as
tutoring and non-
academic support.
Help students feel
comfortable enough to
ask questions, be more
approachable.

Keep building
connections between
faculty and students.
Knowing me,
understanding me.

Staying connected
with students,
helping.

Helping students
when they need help
and always putting
them first.

To please let me
know if I am failing at
any point and what I
can do to prevent that.
Understanding
people’s difficulties
and being able to help
them instead of
dropping them from
class.

The student survey results demonstrated a yearning for connection with faculty, advisors, and peers as a
pathway to enhance student success. Understanding, flexibility, and access to academic resources, such as
tutoring, and to non-academic resources, such as those provided by the College Advocacy Center to offset
food, housing, and financial insecurity, were viewed as central to contributing to students’ academic
success. The moment had now come for the next step in the QEP topic selection process.

Intersecting Voices: Thematic Connections

In April 2020, the QEP Planning Committee presented an update to College leadership which focused on
thematic connections between the September 2019 Employee Survey and the January 2020 Student
Survey. Illuminating areas of mutual concern to both students and employees seemed essential to identify
a QEP topic reflecting institutional need.

The Employee Survey highlighted both academic and advising challenges as the overwhelming concern.

Three key themes emerged repeatedly in the student survey data. The student concerns seemed to
resonate with employee concerns. These themes are illustrated in Table 2.2.5.
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Table 2.2.5: Key Themes from Student Survey

Recurring Characteristics of the Best e Instruction is hands on and interactive.

Climate for Learning e Teachers are engaged and caring.

e Faculty show interest in their students
and build relationships with them.

Recurring Challenges to Learning e Instruction is too fast-paced,
disorganized or off-topic.

e (lassroom noise and distractions
interfere.

e Students lack confidence, are insecure,
and fearful of being wrong.

e Students do not understand the
information and are afraid to ask

questions.

Recurring Kinds of Assistance that Information

Students Sought from Faculty/Staff e Regular monthly meetings to discuss
course progress and help students stay
on track.

e  Make students more aware of the
availability of campus resources.

e Provide more resources for career
exploration.

Instructional Support
e Provide more tutoring support.
e Provide more quiet rooms/spaces for
study.
e Explain course material thoroughly.
e Set clear course expectations.
e Be more flexible.

Interpersonal Connection

e Help me feel comfortable enough to ask
questions.

e Be more approachable.

e Listen to my concerns: “Know me,
understand me.”

e Be available to help when needed.

e Keep building connections between
faculty and students.

e Mentoring.

A careful review of the most prominent themes in both the employee survey and the student survey
suggested four intersecting themes:

e A need to promote active learning and student engagement.
e A need to promote self-confidence and self-reflection.
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e A need to promote supportive connections between faculty and students.
e A need to provide enhanced tutoring support.

Each of these four thematic intersections suggested strategies that could serve as a QEP focus as indicated

in Table 2.2.6.

Table 2.2.6: Survey Themes and Potential QEP Foci

Thematic Intersection

Possible QEP Focus

Promoting active learning and student
engagement

Service learning, experiential learning,
co-curricular learning

Learning communities for high-challenge
courses

Cohorted learning

Contextualized learning
Collaborative/team-based learning
Opportunities for career/degree
exploration

Promoting students’ self-confidence and self-
reflection

Growth mindset strategies
E-portfolios

Promoting supportive connections between
faculty and students

Faculty mentoring

Providing enhanced tutoring support

Peer tutors
Embedded tutors in high-challenge
courses

The data from the 120 employee surveys and 830 student surveys were distilled to four overarching
themes and 11 possible strategies. Each of the strategies was repeatedly suggested by faculty and staff at
October’s Employee Engagement Day, and each strategy that emerged through the collaborative
exploration of institutional data and institutional need could serve as a compelling QEP topic. Of the 11
strategies, which one should the College select? Thus began the final stage of Palo Alto College’s QEP

topic selection process.

A Community of Voices: QEP Topic Selection Finale

In May 2020, the QEP Planning Committee surveyed members of the Faculty Senate and the Staff Senate
to determine how members of the College community would rank the 11 potential QEP topics. The
results are depicted in the following graph, Figure 2.2.1.
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Figure 2.2.1: QEP Topic Poll Results
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College leadership met with the QEP Selection Committee in late May to review the survey results.
Based on the data, the top six potential strategies chosen by members of the Faculty and Staff Senate were
selected as “QEP Finalists.”

On 9 June 2020, a representative cross section of the College (faculty, staff, students, and administrators)
met for an in-depth discussion of each of the six finalists that culminated in a vote to select the QEP topic.
The six QEP topic finalists were as follows:

Career Services

Cohorted Learning

Growth Mindset

Learning Communities in High-Challenge Courses
Experiential/Serve/Co-curricular Learning

Tutors Embedded in High-Challenge Courses

An advocate for each of the finalists facilitated a research-based presentation linking the finalist to
relevant institutional data and student need as shown in Table 2.2.7. See Appendix C for an example.
Each presentation was followed by questions and extensive discussion that underscored the rationale for
choosing the finalist as the College’s QEP topic.
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Table 2.2.7: Research Support Provided in Presentations of Six QEP Finalists

Finalist

Research Support

Career Services

e Share Center data on student participation in activities such
as job and internship search skills, resume writing, and
interviewing skills.

Cohorted Learning

e Student success data (PGR, retention, and completion) from
cohorted programs at Palo Alto College: Veterinary
Technology, Cosmetology and Health Care Administration.

Growth Mindset

e Carol Dweck’s growth mindset theory was presented by
Science faculty who discussed the value of using Dweck’s
interventions with their students.

Learning
Communities in
High-Challenge
Courses

e Student success data (PGR, retention, and completion) from
the College’s Catch the Next Ascender Program, a learning
community for FTICs.

in High-Challenge
Courses

Experiential/Service/ e Share Center data on student opportunities at the College for

Co-curricular service learning (e.g., Habitat for Humanity, the Food Bank),

Learning co-curricular learning, and experiential learning through job-
shadowing and internships.

Embedded Tutoring e Course performance data from Fall 2019 MATH 1314

College Algebra with and without Peer Mentors/Embedded
Tutors.

After in-depth discussions of each of the six finalists concluded, a vote was taken to select the College’s
QEP topic. “Tutors Embedded in High-Challenge Courses” garnered the most support.

The following graphic, Figure 2.2.2, illustrates the continuous interconnection between institutional data
and the voices of the College community that characterized the topic selection process.

18



Palo Alto College

Figure 2.2.2: Flowchart of QEP Topic Selection Process

Figure 2.2.3 depicts the College-wide announcement that celebrated the selection of “Tutors Embedded in
High-Challenge Courses” as the institution’s QEP topic and also thanked the 32 members of the Palo Alto
College community who participated in the QEP Grand Finale.

With the topic selected, the College and the QEP Planning Committee now shifted their focus to the
development of an embedded tutoring QEP.
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Figure 2.2.3: QEP Topic Announcement

QEP Update: Topic Selected
On Tuesday, June 9, a committee comprised of 32 members from across the college
gathered to discuss the six topic finalists and to vote via Zoom poll. We are pleased to

announce that Tutors Embedded in High-Challenge Courses was selected as Palo Alto
College's Quality Enhancement Plan.

The vote represents the culmination of a 10-month topic selection process.

Many thanks to the faculty, staff, students, and administrators who participated in the final vote to
determine the QEP topic:
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Elizabeth Aguilar-Villarreal, Director of Enrollment Management
Tyler Archer, Director of Student Conduct

Andres Arredondo, Welcome Center Coordinator

Monica Ayala Jimenez, Dean for Student Success

Gilberto Becerra, Vice President for Student Success
Stephanie Castillo, Student

Joseph Coppola, Professional and Technical Education Department Chair
Carlos Cruz, Interim Dean for Student Success

Katherine Doss, Interim Vice President of College Services
Jennifer Ellison, Director of High School Programs

Helena Fischer, Staff Senate President

Jennifer Flores, Interim Director of Student Life

Hector Garza, Arts and Sciences Department Chair

Robert Garza, President

Caroline Haring, Director of Institutional Research

John Hernandez, Arts and Sciences Department Chair
Pedro Hinojosa, Director of Strategic Initiatives

Patrick Lee, Dean for Academic Success

Nidia Lopez, SEED Advising Lead

Tina Mesa, Dean for Academic Success

Sitakanta Mohanty, Professional and Technical Education Department Chair
Thomas Murguia, Director of Tutoring

Amelia Portillo, Student

Adam Rodriguez, Staff Senate representative

Jackelyn Santana, Student

Jamie Sarmiento, Staff Senate representative

Jennifer Scheidt, Arts and Sciences Department Chair
Ginny Stowitts-Traina, Arts and Sciences Department Chair
Carmen Velasquez-Avila, BOLD Advising Lead

Maria Viesca, STEM Advising Lead

Tony Villanueva, Faculty Senate President

Michael Ximenez, Director of Advising
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Section 3:

Quality Enhancement Plan Focus
3.1 High-Challenge Courses at Palo Alto College

After 10 months of collaborative discussions, intense review of institutional data, and numerous surveys,
the Palo Alto College community selected, by an overwhelming majority, “Embedded Tutoring in High-
Challenge Courses” as the Quality Enhancement Plan (QEP). The topic itself resonated with the College’s
long-standing commitment to maximizing academic support for students enrolled in high-challenge or
high-risk courses which are defined as courses with an enrollment over 100 and a Productive Grade Rate
(PGR) below 70%. PGR is measured as the percent of students who complete a course with a final grade
of A, B, or C. The terms high-challenge and high-risk are synonymous; thus, for consistency throughout
the QEP document, the term high-challenge will be used.

Realizing that the QEP offered a unique opportunity to implement a carefully designed embedded tutoring
intervention for on-campus sections of persistent high-challenge courses, the College opted to focus its
QEP on BIOL 2401 Anatomy & Physiology I and two co-requisite courses MATH 1314+ College
Algebra and ENGL 1301+ Composition I. Co-requisites allow students, who are not yet college-ready, to
take credit-bearing courses while also taking developmental education courses to improve their skills.

In the College’s quest for continuous improvement, high-challenge courses have been an increasingly
visible institutional priority for discussion, data review, and innovation. High-challenge course data are
now routinely presented and analyzed not only at department meetings but also at College Leadership
Team (CLT) meetings. The CLT meets monthly and includes administrators, department chairs, and
directors representing all three areas of the College: Academic Success, Student Success, and College
Services. Members of the CLT are acutely aware of the impact high-challenge courses have on students’
academic journey and are intent on providing the resources and strategies to promote student success.
Interventions include Early Alert, tutoring support, and case management advising, the latter of which
personalizes student-advisor interactions and proactively provides academic and non-academic resources.
CLT meetings serve as an institutional forum for the regular, ongoing review and evaluation of high-
challenge course data.

In 2019, the Dean of Academic Success, who oversees the Division of Arts and Sciences, convened and
established a High-Challenge Course Committee composed of department chairs and lead faculty who
represent the perspectives of high-challenge course instructors. The committee, which meets monthly to
review data and discuss best practices across disciplines, provides another cross-College avenue for
discussion and intervention in high-challenge courses.

For the past decade, department chairs and faculty leads have been responsible for developing action
plans for high-challenge courses and evaluating these each semester. The Math Department’s Fall 2020
High-Challenge Course Action Plan for MATH 1314 College Algebra exemplifies these action plans. See
Appendix D.

With grant funding from the College’s STEM Center, faculty began using embedded tutors in co-requisite
courses for College Algebra in Fall 2019. MATH 1314 data from Fall 2019, when embedded tutors were
initially implemented in four co-requisite sections, demonstrated improved Completion and PGR. In Fall
2020, additional external funding enabled embedded tutors to again be placed in four co-requisite sections
of College Algebra. Course statistics continued to trend upward as illustrated in Table 3.1.1 below.
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Table 3.1.1: Historical Data for MATH 1314 College Algebra

Semester/Year PGR Completion
Fall 2015 60.5% 81.7%
Fall 2016 54.3% 75.3%
Fall 2017 57.1% 76.8%
Fall 2018 49.8% 76.9%
Fall 2019* 53.1% 84.7%
Fall 2020* 64.2% 88.3%

*Embedded tutors used in co-requisite courses

Serendipitously, just prior to the selection of the QEP topic in early June 2020, the College was awarded
state funding to implement embedded tutors in co-requisite sections of ENGL 1301 Composition I and
MATH 1314 College Algebra. The 2020-2021 College Readiness and Success Models (CRSM) Grant
from the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board has enabled the College to collect baseline data on
embedded tutoring that will be valuable for the QEP.

3.2 Tutoring at Palo Alto College

The heart of academic support at Palo Alto College is the discipline-specific tutoring provided at various
campus learning centers, such as the Math Learning Center, the Science Learning Center, and the English
Writing Assistance Center. Since 2015, the Director of Tutoring and his staff have been responsible for
developing an annual College Action Plan (CAP) for Tutoring Services. The CAP provides an
opportunity for continuous improvement through comprehensive data review and identification of the
most promising tutoring strategies.

With the sudden onset of the pandemic early last year, the College closed abruptly in March 2020, and all
instruction and academic support were provided remotely, including tutoring. With the on-campus
tutoring centers shuttered, the Director of Tutoring and his staff re-envisioned how tutoring would be
delivered for the next 16 months and developed the following options.

Case Management

Tutors were assigned a caseload of course sections. They introduced themselves to the instructor and the
students via Zoom and made themselves accessible if students needed assistance.

Embedded Tutors

Grant funding (STEM & CRSM) provided embedded tutors for ENGL 1301 and MATH 1314 courses
with co-requisites and for high-challenge courses in biology and chemistry. Embedded tutors participated
in the Zoom class meetings where they interacted with the students and made themselves available for
out-of-class tutoring sessions via Zoom.

Remote Tutoring

Students could access Palo Alto College tutors via Zoom during specified tutoring center hours.

Brainfuse

Students could use this online tutoring service at any time. The tutors are not affiliated with the College.

23



Palo Alto College

The multiple innovative options for tutoring inspired by the pandemic provided a trove of baseline data
germane to the QEP. The Alamo Colleges Office of Institutional Research generated a detailed table for
Fall 2020 comparing embedded tutoring and case management course success as found in Appendix E.
Table 3.2.1 summarizes key information from the data for the six academic courses that provided
embedded tutoring.

Table 3.2.1: Fall 2020 Embedded Tutoring (ET) and Case Management Course Success

Course Tutoring Support Number of Students PGR Completion
BIOL 1406 No Support 210 86.2% 94.8%
BIOL 1406 ET 87 90.8% 95.4%
BIOL 2401 No Support 119 70.6% 84.0%
BIOL 2401 ET 42 64.3% 83.3%
CHEM 1405 Case Management 90 78.9% 93.3
CHEM 1405 ET 21 95.2% 95.2%
CHEM 1411 Case Management 136 61.8% 85.3%
CHEM 1411 ET 46 80.4% 95.7%
ENGL 1301 No Support 309 59.9% 69.3%
ENGL 1301 Case Management 1273 61.0% 84.4%
ENGL 1301 ET 204 55.4% 86.8%

MATH 1314 No Support 530 63.8% 86.0%
MATH 1314 Case Management 256 64.8% 89.5%
MATH 1314 ET 334 65.0% 89.5%

In Fall 2020, embedded tutoring was implemented in six high-challenge academic courses. In four of the
courses, the embedded tutoring sections had higher completion rates than sections with no tutoring
support or case management. In the two other courses, BIOL 2401 and MATH 1314, the completion
rates in the embedded tutoring sections were comparable to the sections without embedded tutoring
support. The PGR in four of the six high-challenge courses was higher in the embedded tutoring sections.
The two exceptions, embedded tutoring sections of BIOL 2401 and ENGL 1301, both had PGRs six
percentage points below sections without embedded tutoring support.

Although this data is intriguing, the table itself represents a snapshot of only one semester. Tracking
comparison data over six semesters, as proposed by the QEP project, would enable the institution to
identify patterns and develop a more nuanced analysis of the effectiveness of implementing embedded
tutoring in high-challenge courses.

Finally, the focus of the QEP itself, which evolved over 10 months of thoughtful collaboration by the
College community, represents a tangible nexus of multiple institutional priorities. The QEP topic is
linked to the College’s KPIs, specifically its focus on improving PGR. The QEP topic also mirrors the
institution’s Strategic Direction of Student Empowerment, especially the goal to “Increase student
proficiency in learning outcomes” (Palo Alto College Factbook, 2019-2020). In addition, the QEP topic
blends elements of several potential QEP topic areas considered by the College community (e.g., student
engagement, self-reflection, and supportive classroom connections). Perhaps most importantly, the
College has selected a QEP topic that reflects the institution’s long-standing, data-driven commitment to
supporting student success in high-challenge courses.
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3.3 Topic Selection Affirmation

In June 2021, the College’s choice of a QEP topic was affirmed by a survey of educational community
partners: 100% of the respondents “strongly agreed” that embedded tutoring would contribute to the
academic success of Palo Alto College students (Jacobs, 2021). The top five subject areas that
community partners believed would benefit most from embedded tutoring are illustrated in Table 3.1.1
below.

Table 3.3.1: Community Partners’ Survey Results Subject Benefitting Most from Embedded
Tutoring

Subject Percentage of Responses
College Algebra 85.7%

English 71.4%

Chemistry 57.1%

Physics 57.1%

Biology 42.86%

The selection of MATH 1314 College Al