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BACKGROUND 

American society values education. The inherent benefit to both the individual and society at 

large led to compulsory education being legislated nationally by the early 1900s (“Compulsory”, 

n.d.). In today’s context advanced education beyond the compulsory, or primary and secondary, 

levels, is especially important because higher educational attainment leads to better individual 

economic outcomes, opportunities for advancement in the workforce, and a stronger economy 

overall (Ma, Pender, & Welch, 2016). Therefore,  assisting students in completing post-

secondary education is an ongoing mission for all types of educational institutions and can be 

especially true for institutions serving low-income and/or minority populations. Within the 

context of a competitive market, shifting funding sources, and a new regulatory environment, the 

purpose of this paper is not to examine educational attainment, but rather to research student 

drop out, or withdrawal, at the post-secondary job training institution of Center for Employment 

Training (CET). The foremost research questions to be answered are what are the characteristics 

of students who withdraw from job training programs provided by Center for Employment 

Training, and what factors may influence withdrawal. 

Center for Employment Training 

Located in a region where the impact of wage disparity and a housing shortage frequently makes 

news (Murphy, 2018, Hansen, 2018 Louie, 2018), CET’s main campus and corporate offices are 

located in San Jose, California. In one of the most expensive cities in the U.S., CET provides job 

training to low-income individuals with multiple barriers to employment. Founded in 1967, CET 

was faced with the challenge of how to provide job training to underserved populations, such as 

seasonal migrant farmworkers or individuals who had been chronically unemployed, under-

employed, or may not have not earned a high-school diploma. According to its website page 

entitled 50th Anniversary, CET took on the task of organizing a way out to lift people out of 
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poverty during a time of rapidly changing employment sector needs characterized by a change 

from agricultural work to manufacturing (Center for Employment Training, n.d). Over the course 

of its history, CET has seen in the last few decades yet another significant change in workforce 

needs from manufacturing to high-tech. 

 Focused on labor and related policy issues, Working Partnerships USA (WPUSA), also 

based out of San Jose, points out that for every tech sector job created in the region, four service 

sector jobs are needed (Meherns, 2017). Further, the State of California Employment 

Development Department noted that the unemployment rate for the Metropolitan Statistical Area 

that includes San Jose was at 3.0% for the monthly period of September 2017 to October 2017, 

and the sectors of education, healthcare, and construction gained the most jobs (Shriver, 2017). 

Often overlooked is the fact that jobs in these sectors require an advanced education. For 

example, according to the website O*Net Online, a database application developed by the U.S. 

Department of Labor (n.d.), jobs in education, healthcare, and construction sectors can require 

advanced certifications. Consequently, a starting question of inquiry can be, if individuals want 

to improve economic outcomes and advance in the workforce, what educational systems are 

available to help them? 

Center for Employment Training (CET) is a job training program which does offer post-

secondary certificates to adults over the age of 18. CET is a private not-for-profit institution, and 

currently operates 11 locations in California, with its largest training center and corporate 

administrative offices located in San Jose. CET also has locations in El Paso, Texas and 

Alexandria, Virginia. CET offers job training programs in the construction and manufacturing 

industries, healthcare, business and services, transportation and service sectors (Center for 

Employment Training, n.d.). CET is a competency-based program which integrates both 
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occupational job training with practical hands-on practice. As a competency based system, 

students show mastery by earning a score of 70% or better before moving on to the next 

competency. Students can take a competency test as many times as needed until the 70% is 

reached. An effective program will provide occupationally specific theoretical foundations and 

complement this with hands-on practice with job specific tools, supplies and projects (E. Harms, 

personal communication, June 4, 2018). If basic skills are lacking, students are offered additional 

support through occupationally focused instruction to improve literacy. For example, a 

construction program will teach safety theory in a lecture format and then students will practice 

this concept in a hands-on, work-simulated environment with tools used in the industry. If a 

student needs assistance with reading and math, construction-related materials are the focal topic 

(N. Divalova, personal communication, July 6, 2018). 

Traditional Institutions and Supporting Legislation 

When considering higher education, people most frequently associate post-secondary education 

with 2- and 4-year degree-conferring institutions, such as community colleges and universities. 

As an underlying premise, it is important to understand that some individuals do not have the 

same aptitudes, interests or motivations (Krafft, 2016; Plank, 2008; Spaulding, 2015). Because 

access to the social and economic capital needed to succeed is not always readily available, 

removing barriers and increasing access to higher education is a long-standing goal of federal 

and state government. For example, Olson (1973) reports that the G.I. Bill passed in 1944 was 

originally conceived “as an anti-depression measure” and provided 5.5 billion dollars’ worth of 

aid for veterans to advance their education (596 - 597). By 1969, in an effort to “provide access 

to economically and socially disadvantaged students who display the potential for academic 

success”, California State Senate Bill 1072 established the Educational Opportunity Program 
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(EOP) within the California State University System (“History”, n.d., p. 4). These legislative 

interventions improved access for veterans, and promoted student retention for non-traditional 

students such as older students, working students, or single parents. Codified in the California 

Education Code, interventions such as these seek to improve retention and completion rates of 

those students experiencing “language, social or economic handicaps” by providing supportive 

services, which may include academic counseling, grants or stipends or workshops to develop 

study skills, and the ability to navigate resources in support of the student success (Community, 

1976). Title IV of The Higher Education Act (HEA) of 1965 provided increased access to post-

secondary education through financial aid, primarily in the form of Pell Grants (Protopslatis, 

2017). 

An Alternative to Public Post-Secondary Schools 

In addition to the Higher Education Act of 1965, another important piece of educational 

legislation was passed in 1963. The Vocational Education Act refocused the nation towards 

workforce development through occupationally focused education. According to the National 

Education Center Statistics (NCES), vocational education falls into two general categories – 

secondary and post-secondary (National, n.d., p.4). Secondary education is considered to be the 

last four years of compulsory education (e.g. grades 9th through 12th). Post-secondary education 

is considered to be any education beyond high school. The U.S. Department of Education 

classifies Center for Employment Training (CET) as post-secondary vocational education, which 

CET interchangeably refers to as occupational, career, technical and, most simply, job training, 

because the outcome is ultimately a job with career prospects (H. Sapien, personal 

communication, January 4, 2018). 
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Forced into desperation and rising unemployment during the Depression of the 1930s, 

President Franklin D. Roosevelt engaged the federal government in promoting workforce 

development with federally funded programs such as the Civilian Conservation Corps aimed at 

relieving the growing poverty and getting to work (Speulda, 2003). By the early 1960s, the “War 

on Poverty” was declared, and with it the passage of the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964. UC 

Santa Barbara (n.d.) provides President Lyndon B. Johnson’s remarks made at the time of 

signing. President Johnson specifically commented on how the act addresses programs for out-

of-school youth, unemployed adults, under employed heads of households and rural farmers.   In 

his comments, the President said,  

We will work with them through our communities all over the country to develop 

comprehensive community action programs--with remedial education, with job 

training, with retraining, with health and employment counseling, with 

neighborhood improvement. We will strike at poverty's roots (para. 12).  

 

One federal program which is synonymous with job training and education is Job Corps. 

Founded in 1964 and funded through the U.S. Department of Labor (DOL), Job Corps focuses 

on low-income youth (16 – 24) with or without a high school diploma, providing both academics 

and job skill preparation, as well as on-the-job paid training in a residential environment. 

Although Job Corps is still in operation nationwide, and offers programs at no cost to enrolled 

students, participation is restricted by age range (Office of Job Corps, 2016). 

The CET Model – A Hybrid of Higher Education and Vocational Training 

According to CET’s Director of Financial Aid, similar to community colleges and universities, 

CET is classified as a “Title IV” program under the U.S. Department of Education (DoEd), 

maintaining accreditation under the Council of Occupational Education. As such, CET meets 

specific criteria, and thus has the ability to provide Pell Grants and subsidized loans to students 

to off-set the cost of attendance. CET also provides grants to eligible seasonal migrant 



7 

farmworkers or their dependents, covering the full cost of tuition through funding provided by 

the U.S. Department of Labor (DOL) (Garcia De Leon, personal communication, January 4, 

2018). 

Legislative Impacts on CET 

CET has maintained job-focused programs during 50 years of different iterations of federal 

policies. CET began receiving federal funding for job training programs under the Manpower 

Development and Training Act (MDTA) of 1962 (H. Sapien, personal communication, January 

4, 2018). Although its original intent was to develop programs in the face of growing concern 

over structural unemployment due to shifts in the economy towards increasing automation, 

MDTA was expanded to provide training in an effort to create equity. and focused on youth and 

African-Americans as the predominant under-served populations (Holzer, 2012). Just five years 

into MDTA, CET was founded in 1967. Its strategic focus was to help agricultural workers gain 

the skills needed to transition from field work to entry-level positions in non-agricultural 

occupations, such as the manufacturing sector developing in Santa Clara County (Birth, n.d.). 

Hired as its first executive secretary in 1967, CET’s President/CEO Hermelinda Sapien stated 

how CET’s mission aligned with MDTA’s focus on underserved populations. In the early 1970s, 

the Comprehensive Employment and Training Act (CETA) replaced MDTA. With a component 

focused on providing training to youth and migrant workers, CET, under CETA, was able to 

expand its services to additional locations in rural communities in California. In San Jose, CET 

was able to broaden its original targeted population of displaced agricultural workers to non-

traditional students, such as low-income individuals, high-school drop outs, dislocated workers, 

single parents and other populations often left without educational options. Under both MDTA 
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and CETA, the federal government provided full funding for participants and did not burden 

students with a post-training debt (H. Sapien, personal communication, January 4, 2018). 

By the 1980s, CETA was replaced by Job Training Partnership Act (JTPA). The Code of 

Federal Regulations states the purpose and scope of JTPA: 

To establish programs to prepare youth and adults facing serious barriers to employment 

for participation in the labor force by providing job training and other services that will 

result in increased employment and earnings, increased educational and occupational 

skills, and decreased welfare dependency, thereby improving the quality of the work 

force and enhancing the productivity and competitiveness of the Nation (section 2). 

Under JTPA, CET was able to expand to locations in urban centers and maintained its 

contractual relationship with the DOL. Like its predecessors, under JTPA, students did not incur 

post-training debt because program costs were covered by grants. The vast majority of students 

at CET fell under JTPA, thus it was a primary source of program funding for CET (H. Sapien, 

personal communication, January 4, 2018). 

 Undoubtedly influenced by the New Public Management approach adopted by the 

Clinton Administration (Rosenbloom, Kravchuk, & Clerkin, 2009), by 1998 Congress shifted its 

workforce development policy, as job training skeptics questioned cost-effectiveness of 

programs and long term gains for participants. Under the Workforce Investment Act (WIA), 

funding was more directly tied to labor market demands and implemented through Workforce 

Investment Boards (WIBs), which by statute are composed of local employers (Holzer, 2012). 

WIBs are based on a regional structure at the local level. Sapien noted that this changed CET’s 

direct relationship with the federal government. Up until this point, CET earned program funding 

directly from the federal level based on a cost reimbursement structure. Revenues were earned in 

full as students incrementally completed a percentage of training, and the guidelines for earning 

tuition allowed for the capturing of the majority of JTPA funds awarded. Under the WIB 
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regional structure, direct federal funding per student was substantially reduced. The result was 

that increased training costs not covered by federal funding would be incurred by the student. 

Additional impacts resulted from federal policy spreading out funding for employment training 

to other departments, such as the U.S. Departments of Health and Human Services and the U.S. 

Department of Education (DoEd). Sapien explained that it was during this timeframe, to continue 

providing services to its target populations, that CET adapted to the new ways funding was 

allocated. To secure a funding option to offset increasing costs to students, CET applied for 

accreditation to participate in DoEd administered funding under Title IV of the Higher Education 

Act (H. Sapien, personal communication, January 4, 2018). 

 CET gained its accreditation and began its shift from a U.S. Department of Labor (DOL) 

funded program to a DoEd, Title IV program, in which eligible students were enrolled and 

qualified for federal grants and loans. Since this shift, CET has become increasingly reliant on 

Title IV financial aid, and the student burden has increased in the face of rising costs. As these 

shifts have occurred, CET has been able to maintain grants to farmworkers through targeted 

DOL funding under the National Farmworker Job Programs (NFJP) administered by the 

Department of Labor’s Employment Training Administration (DOL-ETA). This DOL-ETA 

funding, however, represents a significantly smaller proportion of CET’s operational revenue 

than under MDTA, CETA and JTPA (H. Sapien, personal communication, January 4, 2018). 

CET’s Current Status 

Despite maintaining DOL grants for its original agricultural clients, CET’s viability as an 

alternative path of post-secondary education hinges upon enrolling and retaining students 

accessing Title IV financial aid. As a non-profit public benefit corporation, keeping programs 



10 

affordable and accessible to low-income individuals is its strategic objective, and remains part of 

core organizational values (H. Sapien, personal communication, January 4, 2018). 

According to the Chief Financial Officer, CET earns its funding through a fixed-cost 

structure, and from a financial perspective, this creates tension between earning revenue and 

retaining students, because CET’s program is based on the completion of hours. Therefore, grant 

funds are earned as students complete a set schedule of program clock hours. For example, a 

qualifying program is a minimum of 600 hours, and revenue is earned only once a student has 

completed a percentage of the total. When students withdraw from CET programs early, a refund 

from both the student and CET may be required. Therefore, student enrollment and retention has 

a direct impact on the revenue stream. With a focused mission, retention is equally important to 

CET because of the socio-economic benefits that educational attainment provides. With the 

mission of maintaining affordability while serving those in poverty, and the pressure of retention, 

CET strives to be able to achieve a balance point where it delivers the programmatic services 

needed to retain students through completion (M. Aryanpour, personal communication, January 

4, 2018). 

CET must also comply with regulatory standards set by the U.S. Department of 

Education, including meeting minimum graduation rates and gainful employment outcomes. For 

over 30 years, CET’s institutional knowledge and experience was based on Department of Labor 

administered programs in a cost reimbursement structure. Title IV funding and the associated 

regulatory requirements now present challenges for CET. Unlike public institutions which 

receive additional state funding derived from the tax base, CET is reliant on retaining students to 

earn revenue, while providing integrated services to those facing the largest barriers to success 

(H. Sapien, personal communication, January 4, 2018). 
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CET’s Director of Education states that public sector competition in the post-secondary 

job training market has been steadily increasing as community colleges offer career-focused 

credentials that do not require two years of academics. With an institutional knowledge and 

longevity of meeting DoEd regulations, community colleges are positioned to be responsive to 

meet any changes in market demands for occupationally specific programs. Community colleges 

may have an additional advantage over CET because they can provide occupational programs 

while leveraging existing supportive service programs aimed at underserved, high-risk students 

in degree programs. Not to be forgotten are private, for-profit institutions which meet the same 

standards and confer credentials or degrees but do not  have access to public tax revenues. They 

can be considerably more expensive than community colleges and use profit margins to provide 

supportive services to students (L. Aguilar, personal communication, January 4, 2018). 

Student Retention in Education 

The aforementioned examples of federal legislation have improved access to post-secondary 

education. As a result, examining the factors related to - and which contribute to - student 

retention has been of interest to educational institutions. Swail (2006) proposes and discusses 

seven questions to guide institutions in the inquiry regarding student retention:  

1. Is the nature of the problem understood? 

2. Does the institution know why students leave? 

3. What is the institution already doing to address the issue?   

4. Does the institution know how effective these programs are in addressing the problem? 

5. What programs are worth considering? 

6. Is there support for retention programs on campus by faculty and staff? 

7. Is the process of institutional change well understood in order to implement effective 

retention programs and services? 

Each of these questions is relative to CET. Aspects of retention programs seen in 

traditional institutions are integrated into CET’s program design, such as offering a financial aid 

program and support for basic skills. Additionally, CET can leverage emergency services grants 
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for those students who are eligible for U.S. Department of Labor grants. CET’s mission is to 

provide training in the job skills that will improve self-sufficiency and thus contribute to solving 

the problem of poverty. Over fifty years and with changes in the regulatory, and consequently 

funding environment, looking at the students who leave the programs can provide CET with the 

feedback needed to understand whether its program model continues to support post-secondary 

educational and job focused skill attainment for its targeted population.  
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

Persistence and Retention in Job Training 

Literature on persistence and retention in U.S. secondary schools can be found through a wide 

variety of resources. At the 2- and 4-year college levels, scholarly articles exploring the 

application of different retention models are readily available (Bailey, 2004; 2005; Hirschy, 

2011; Reason, 2009). For specific workforce development programs funded by government 

grants, including internationally, there is outcome information available on participants who 

complete the available programs  (Caliendo, 2016; Cho, 2015; Cornwall, 2016; Eichhorst, 2015). 

However, this study focuses on why students withdraw, or drop out, from the unique 

classification of a less-than-one-year private, non-profit post-secondary vocational institution. 

Consequently, locating literature addressing the topic in the exact or similar educational 

classification is challenging, and a lack of studies focusing solely on reasons for withdrawals has 

been noted by scholars (Cho, 2015; Eichhorst, Rodriguez-Planas, Schmidl, & Zimmerman, 2015; 

Van der Steeg, 2015; Volodina, 2015). 

Types of Programs 

Vocational education programs are implemented throughout the world. In the U.S. they are 

referenced as career technical education (CTE), trade schools, occupational programs, workforce 

development and job training (Bremer, 2011; Eichhorst, 2015; Elliot, 2015; Fernandez-

Alcantran, 2015). For this study, U.S. terminology will be used interchangeably, with the 

common theme being that the education provided is grounded in the theory of developing 

vocational skills primarily and academic skills secondarily. Internationally, a common reference 

is vocational education training (VET). Both CTE and VET programs primarily serve the level 

corresponding to U.S. high school, with some exceptions. Both international and domestic 

programs serve people in older demographics and reference either post-secondary in the U.S. at 
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18 years of age or internationally at the upper-secondary about the age of 16. Therefore, 

examining age as a factor in program withdrawal is not a primary focus in the review. Rather, 

understanding common themes on why students drop-out within the CTE/VET programs is an 

emphasis. 

Theoretical Models 

This literature review represents a cross section of papers found on both U.S. educational 

classifications and international classifications as they relate to dropouts, or the often comparable 

goal of retention. Evolving over the last 30 years, two theoretical models are often referred to – 

Tinto’s Student Integration Model and Bean’s Student Attrition Model (Demetriou, 2011). Tinto’s  

theory suggests that the degree of student success, or lack thereof, is influenced by the student’s 

connections to staff, faculty and the social environment. Students’ goals should also align with 

the institution’s goals. Bean’s model posits that students’ intentions, and external factors such as 

family approval, affect persistence. In addition, students’ experiences and internal processes 

influence outcomes (Bailey, 2004). Despite coming from slightly different perspectives, both 

Bean and Tinto point to an integrated educational process. A greater level of success can be 

obtained by understanding the context of the self as well as those immediately influencing the 

student. 

Studies Support Models 

Interdisciplinary studies on the social and psychological influences and impacts of both engaging 

in and dropping out of school are numerous. The transition to a formal training program can be a 

time of upheaval for the student, and success can be a tentative process. In a randomized 

experiment, Van der Steeg (2015) concludes that intensive one-on-one coaching of students 

enrolled in a German VET program reduced dropout rates. Yi’s (2015) study in China shows that 
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dropout rates climb if a student’s mother migrates for work, but a father’s status is insignificant. 

Separating from parents, redefining social relationships, questioning direction, and examining 

self-worth are all processes that influence integration into a new educational environment 

(Gerdes, 1994). Furthermore, according to Eicher (2014), the decision to drop out is a process 

and not an event, in that there is an intention to dropout prior to the actual act, and intentions 

change over time. Going back to Tinto and Bean, Elffers (2012) looks at how emotional 

engagement with both teachers and peers is more important than a challenging curriculum, and 

who is engaged is different between genders. 

Underserved Populations 

Many students enter traditional post-secondary education ill-prepared for the academic rigors 

even at the vocational level. For example, in Relative Impact of Interventions to Improve 

Achievement and Retention in Postsecondary Occupational Programs, the authors examine the 

effectiveness of intervention programs, such as bridge programs for those just entering school 

immediately following high school, supportive counseling for those at risk of dropping out, and 

programs focused on increasing basic skills such as adult remedial education or English as a 

Second Language (Bremer, 2011). While these programs do support students, the effectiveness 

of some interventions is called into question due to the lack of empirical research about the 

process (Calcagno, Bailey, Jenkins, Kienzl & Leinbach, 2005). 

Armed with this knowledge, in the last decades there has been a shift toward 

understanding persistence for low-income, minority and non-traditional populations, but it is 

aimed at success in four-year institutions. The U.S. Department of Education does collect some 

data on retention in shorter-term occupational programs. Through the National Center for 

Educational Statistics (NCES), the DoEd provides some answers to key questions about 
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vocational education (National Center for Educational Statistics [NCES], n.d.a). The NCES 

collects data on all sub-baccalaureate programs which participate in Title IV. According to the 

NCES, students seeking an occupational certificate have a higher attainment rate than those 

seeking an academic associate degree (NCES, n.d.b). Using data from a longitudinal study, 

NCES also provides a comprehensive analysis of the persistence and attainment of non-

traditional students, yet even the NCES focuses its persistence analysis on longer term (e.g. a 

year or more) degree granting public institutions. 

As Holzer (2012) points out, federally funded occupational programs for workforce 

development do not take a one-size-fits all approach. For U.S. based programs falling within the 

same type of classification as CET, requiring less than a year’s attendance for completion, 

scholarly literature is scarce, and the majority of studies are conducted by consultants evaluating 

programs funded by the government and evaluated against different standards. For example, Job 

Corps provides services to adults up to the age of 24 but is aimed at the achievement of a 

secondary level diploma and job skills. Thus, the literature which is available focuses more on 

specific projects or programs aimed at increasing employment and wages for specific sub-

populations (Caliendo, 2016; Cornwall, 2016; Echorst, 2015; Hanushek, 2017; Hiershliefer, 

2016). The literature available is as a result of evaluating the success of programs funded by 

government, not examining which students drop out or why. 

In a report to the Washington State legislature, the Workforce Training and Education 

Coordinating Board (2006) ranks the cost of tuition as the number one barrier to completing 

employment training programs, and lack of information about training opportunities is the 

second leading cause. The report recommends increasing assistance to participants through 

grants which cover unmet needs above costs covered by Pell Grants, as well as working with 
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local community colleges and technical colleges to create certificate programs. This leads to the 

conclusion that schools providing short-term programs and Title IV funds are increasingly in 

demand. Little information addresses the reasons why students drop out. 

CET’s model seemingly meets the demand and need put forth, combining the need for 

integrated services in occupational training. Traditionally, enrollment in the program begins with 

little to no prescreening and provides training in a work simulated environment. Students are 

required to commit full-time for an average of 6-9 months, and receive integrated instruction 

which includes basic skills. CET also provides instruction on a competency based system where 

progress is made through mastery of subject matter without set testing schedule requirements 

(Miller, 2005). A study looking at Minority Single Parent Demonstration project found CET 

program graduates made short-term gains in employment outcomes (Zambroski, 1993). CET was 

also studied in relationship to a program replication grant provided by the Department of Labor 

(DOL) in the late 1990s. This study showed that program fidelity rates in sites which replicated 

the CET model and which had the closest links to CET had the best performance outcomes 

(Miller, 2005). However, dropouts were not a focus, and therefore not addressed other than as a 

reduction in the number of participants. 

Literature on CET 

In 2011 CET was awarded a grant by the U.S. Department of Labor Employment and Training 

Administration. The Green Jobs Innovation Fund (GJIF) required an evaluation which was 

conducted in 2013 by Harder+Company. In the internal report, the evaluators examined the CET 

model as it relates to implementing green technology, its job training program design, and 

fidelity to the training approach. Program elements were examined across a set of locations, and 

evaluation of program fidelity was an objective (Harder+Company, 2014).  
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 CET’s program model uses several key elements that mirror community colleges, and 

includes basic skills integration, occupationally specific programs, and supportive services in the 

form of both financial stipends and/or referrals to other organizations for other services, such as 

childcare or healthcare. Additionally, job placement linkages to industry through the 

participation of employers is a critical element to the program. 

A final element which acts as an intervention and may influence retention in the CET 

program is the use of a “unit team” that evaluates student progress and advises on action steps 

and coaching to keep students progressing. Findings suggest that those participating locations 

with the highest fidelity to the job training approach were the most successful with program 

participants (Harder + Company, 2014). 

CET’s unit team consists of both faculty and staff who meet on a regular basis to discuss 

and evaluate students’ progress through the training program. The unit team meeting may result 

in recommended interventions for struggling students. This unit team facet is most in alignment 

with Tinto’s model of integration through student interaction with faculty. In the report, Paths to 

Persistence, Bailey and Alfonso (2005) suggest that while there is a problem studying causality, 

students who interact with faculty persist and graduate at higher rates. Volodina (2015), Van der 

Steeg (2015) and Elffers (2012) also conclude that relationships with staff are keys to success. 

 A major theme which emerges across the literature is access to financial aid. Illustrated 

by the Workforce Training and Education Board’s (2006) report which identified financial needs 

as the number one barrier to enrollment, CET has concluded that students withdraw from 

programs, first and foremost,  due to financial hardships. Financing education is a concern for 

students, and in the Art of Student Retention: A Handbook for Practitioners and Administrators, 

Swail (2004) proposes several approaches regarding how to perform outreach, educate and 
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counsel students about financial aid and obligations. For CET, this presents a question to their 

conclusion, because Pell Grants and other full-reimbursement grants pay for between 50% or all 

tuition. 

 With a move towards occupational training in community colleges, as well as an 

increased interest in competency-based learning (Lewis, 2014), CET’s educational model, 

despite being in place for almost fifty years, is losing its uniqueness in the post-secondary world. 

Understanding the dynamics involved in why students withdraw will help CET remain a viable 

program and an option for low-income, non-traditional students. 
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METHODOLOGY 

Research Design and Methodology 

Evaluation Model 

To examine this research question on student retention, Sylvia and Sylvia (2012) present a 

process intervention/evaluation model which occurs in four phases: problem identification, 

solution development, implementation, and feedback evaluation (p. 94). With a well-established 

problem statement, relevant solutions, longevity in implementation and comprehensive 

evaluation through regulatory bodies, this study will focus on the final phase in the CET model. 

The evaluation will be conducted by examining characteristics of students who withdraw from 

CET, and analyzing survey results on why students withdraw from job training programs. Table 

1 represents this research in Sylvia and Sylvia’s Process Intervention/Evaluation Model. 

Table 1: Evaluation Model 

Problem 

Identification 
Solution Development Implementation Feedback Evaluation 

Poverty 

resulting from 

an unskilled 

workforce 

Provide training and 

services to overcome 

socio-economic barriers  

Job Training 

Basic Skills Support 

Soft Skills Development 

Job Placement Assistance 

  

What are the 

characteristics of 

students who 

withdraw and why do 

they withdraw? 

 

 

In order to provide a framework for the evaluation, Figures 1 and 2 are logic models 

representing the CET program to provide a structure for the area to be examined, and are 

associated with the variables used in analysis. Red brackets in the models represent the specific 

areas of data collection and analysis. 

During enrollment, admissions and financial aid activities provide variables for analysis. 

Thus, the research will analyze data collected during these processes and after enrollment has 

been completed to better understand the students’ circumstances. This research will look at 

quantitative data up to the point of withdrawal. In addition to using quantitative data collected 
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from enrollment to withdrawal, qualitative data collected from a survey of students who 

withdrew from the program after enrollment will be analyzed to explore whether previously 

unidentified barriers influenced withdrawal. For example, CET’s goal is to provide services to all 

individuals regardless of educational attainment.  Assessment testing is used to determine  

whether students need basic skills remediation. This study will look at this variable to see  

whether the students with lower assessment scores withdraw more frequently. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Outcomes 

Short Term Medium Term             Long Term

   

Financial stability 

with decrease in 

dependence on 

public aid and 

increased 

employment 

Increased  

Employment 

Opportunities 
Self- 

sufficiency 

with career 

pathway  

Increased Wages 

Graduation 

Job  

Placement 

Figure 1: Program Overview  
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Counseling 

Job Training 

Selects and applies to 
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Qualifies for Aid 
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Basic Skills 

Human Development 
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Research Methods 

The design for this research is a non-experimental program implementation evaluation. Looking 

retrospectively, descriptive statistics of percentage distribution and frequency will be used to 

develop an understanding of characteristics of students who withdraw from the program 

compared to those who graduate from the program. Cross tabulation utilizing Pearson’s Chi-

square test of independence to determine significance will be employed. 

Data Collection 

Anonymized primary data was requested and collected by CET, with all personally identifiable 

information (PII) removed by the organization prior to allowing access to the researcher. Only a 

numerical code to was used to identify each student record. Organizational permission to use 

anonymized student records and survey results has been obtained. Microsoft Excel was used to 

perform statistical analysis. 

Figure 2: Enrollment  

Inputs  
Outputs  

      Activities                 Participation 

Outcomes 

Immediate               Short Term 

  

Admissions  

Advisors 

Financial Aid  

Advisors 

Proctors 

Assessment Test 
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Program  

 
Program  

Selection 

Grade level literacy in 

Reading and Math 

established 

Financial Aid 

assistance  

provided 

Basic Skills support 

and/or Co-

enrollment in GED 

Preparation 

Literacy 

Assessment Testing 

Financial Aid 

Counseling 

Admissions  

Counseling 

Determination of  

eligibility for  

financial aid  

Program  

Observation 

Disclosure of barriers 

Identification program of 

interest 

Labor Force Status 

Household income 

Supportive service need 

identification 
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Student Records 

CET implemented a proprietary student records system beginning October 1, 2014 named Client 

Information Management System (CIMS). Student information is entered into the CIMS during 

the enrollment process, including demographic information, assessment testing results, labor 

force status, household composition and income. Additionally, the CIMS system is used to 

record student progress through a job training program. This information includes academic 

progress up to the point of graduation from the program. While representing an adequate number 

of records for analysis, a challenge in using the data is the inability to segment students by cohort 

years as defined by the U.S. Department of Education (DoEd) or U.S. Department of Labor-

Employment Training Administration (DOL-ETA). Therefore, the range of data requested 

represents three calendar years collected from the CIMS implementation date beginning October 

1, 2014 through October 1, 2017. Using Excel, descriptive statistics will be used for frequency 

and percentage distributions. Using cross tabulation, records will be grouped by variables to 

examine the relationship between withdrawals and literacy levels, household income, labor force 

status and demographics to understand the drivers of withdrawal in an attempt to develop a 

strategy to prevent withdrawals. 

 CET provided an Excel spreadsheet with a total of 8,274 records for the study period of 

October 1, 2014 – October 1, 2017. The records were examined by start date and subsequently 

grouped by that calendar year. Records included students who had started after the October 1, 

2017 and resulted in a sample size reduction to n = 8108. Appendix A shows CET student status 

definitions and this study’s grouping of the definitions into categories. The three groups were 

defined as Graduates and Current for those counted as presently enrolled during the study period 

and Withdrawals. In coding the records, two additional status code entries were identified, but 
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not included in the CET definition sheet. Student records listing CN or CL as a status definition 

as explained below represented 15% of the total (n = 1305). 

 These records with CN and CL statuses were included in the data set, but definitions were 

not, so further examination was conducted. All records labelled CN provided two definitions of 

student status – an overall status code and a reason for exiting the program.  Appendix A 

provides CET’s list of reasons for exit. Additionally, an identifying characteristic on CN records 

was that all students had an exit date indicating that they completed less than ten days of 

attendance. Finally, there was no record of reported progress towards achieving a training 

competency. CET’s 2017-2018 Student Catalog defines a cancellation period in which, “Either 

the student or CET may cancel the enrollment at any time during the ten-day cancellation period 

with no financial obligation incurred by the student” (p. 13). Consequently, the student records 

with a status code of CN were considered cancellations. 

 Records with a CL status code were examined and it was found that these records did not 

have a second variable such as an exit date, as with the CN records. The total CL records were 

under 100, and all records showed 0% completion to training competencies. Therefore, these 

records were also included in the category of cancellation. Based on this information, records 

coded with a CN or CL were removed (n = 1305). This resulted in 6,803 records for 

examination. 

Current students records (n = 1089) were reviewed, and progress towards completion of 

the program ranged from 95% to 5%. Progress towards completion was contingent upon 

enrollment date. These records were removed because of the clear difference of frequency across 

the years and complexity of data categorization. 
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 A final segmentation occurred as a result of variations with enrollment patterns. 

According to CET’s Director of Management Information Systems (MIS) and Contracts, even 

with an open, year round program entry point, the various CET centers show seasonal enrollment 

peaks across locations similar to institutions like community colleges which run on quarter or 

semester calendar systems. With funding through the U.S. Department of Labor Employment 

and Training Administration (DOL-ETA), CET serves farmworker populations in what are 

considered “rural” locations, and enrollment patterns are influenced by geographic seasonality 

related to agriculture.  Between 2014 and 2017, CET had eight locations classified as “urban” 

and seven locations classified as “rural”, for a total of 15 job training centers (M.J. Smith, 

personal communication, June 3, 2018). Considering the complexity of analysis required to 

factor in the effects of seasonality during the incomplete calendar years, all records (n = 2493) 

occurring in the years of 2014 and 2017 were removed. This last reduction resulted in 4,677 

records, representing the calendar years of 2015 and 2016 with students whose enrollment status 

could be classified as a graduate or a withdrawal. 

Survey Results 

As with student record data delivery, organizational permission for student surveys was obtained 

and anonymization of student survey data prior to delivery to the researcher was performed. CET 

conducted surveys  of students who withdrew during the period of July 1, 2017 and August 18, 

2018. Students included were those who were classified as either “cancellations”, meaning they 

enrolled but left the program within a 10 day period, or “withdrawal”, defined as a student who 

left after the 10 day period but before completing the program’s required clock hours for 

graduation. In seeking to answer the question of why students leave CET and to solicit 

qualitative data directly from the students, the organization administered a student survey to 
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three groups of students who withdrew from the program or were cancellations. Questions in the 

survey included when students left the program, if they spoke to anyone such as a family 

member or staff person about the decision to leave, possible reasons for leaving, information 

about resources for overcoming barriers, current activities and whether the student would return 

to CET. 

 The survey was conducted by email based on student records between October 1, 2014 

and October 1, 2017. Only records which contained a valid email address were in the first and 

subsequent survey groups. The second survey that CET administered contained records from 

October 2, 2017 to December 31, 2017. CET determined that the response rate in the first two 

surveys were too low to be considered valid for analysis. CET ran a third survey of records 

between July 1, 2017 to August 18, 2018. This was the data delivered for examination in this 

study. 

Table 2 shows Strengths and Drawbacks to the validity of  both data sources.  

Table 2 : Application of mixed methods   

Student Records Strengths: Survey Results Strengths: 
- Identification of frequencies in 

characteristics of students who withdraw 
- Available and relatively costless to collect 
- Useful for making comparison across 

years 

- Direct identification of reasons for 

withdrawal 

Student Records Drawbacks: Survey Results Drawbacks: 
- Large Volume 

- Time-consuming analysis 
- Unable to align data against standard 

cohort years for institutional 

comparisons 

- Small pool of respondents 

- Retrospective back one year, responses 
may have been influenced by time 

- Possibility of low number of 

respondents 
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FINDINGS 

Frequency and Percentage Distributions for Student Records 

To determine whether there was a difference in withdrawal rates by year, the first characteristic 

examined was geography, as seen in Table 3. An overall withdrawal rate of 20% was equivalent 

for total enrollments in both 2015 and 2016.  

Table 3 
Starting Year and Status Percentage Distributions by Center Geography 
(Frequencies in Parentheses) 

  
Withdrawal Graduate 

Year Geography (n = 971) (n = 3706) 

2015 Urban Centers 61.5 (305) 52.1 (997) 
(n = 2409) Rural Centers 38.5 (191) 47.9 (916) 

      2016 Urban Centers 58.7 (279) 48.4 (868) 

(n = 2268) Rural Centers 41.3 (196) 51.6 (925) 
 

 Using the CET student catalog to compare job training program titles to the U.S. Bureau 

of Labor Statistics’ Standard Occupational Classification system (SOC), CET’s training 

programs were grouped into seven occupational sectors: Business, Education, Healthcare, 

Manufacturing, Service, Trades and Transportation (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, n.d.). 

 Descriptive statistics for occupational sectors along with enrollment status and gender 

distributions are shown in Table 4. The majority of the withdrawals are in the healthcare and 

trades industries. 
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Table 4 
Gender Characteristic and Sector by Percentage Distribution (Frequencies in Parentheses) 

No. of CET Programs 

Withdrawals (n = 971) Graduates (n = 3706) 

Female Male Female  Male 

Business   
(n = 526) 3 9.9 (96) 4.4 (43) 8.2 (305) 2.2 (82) 
Education  
(n = 41) 1 0.5 (5) 0 (0)  1.0 (36) 0 (0) 
Healthcare  

(n = 1072) 4 20.8 (202) 3.3 (32) 20.8 (770) 1.8 (68) 
Manufacturing  

(n = 724) 2 0.8 (8) 15.9 (154) 0.7 (26) 14.5 (536) 
Service  
(n = 265) 3 1.8 (17) 3.0 (29) 3.5 (129) 2.4 (90) 

Trades  
(n = 1468) 6 1.3 (13) 29.2 (284) 1.4 (52) 30.2 (1119) 

Transportation  
(n = 581) 2 0.7 (7) 8.3 (81) 0.9 (32) 12.4 (461) 

  

 The characteristic of age are shown in Table 5. The majority of withdrawals fall in the 

18-24 year old range.  

Table 5 

Characteristic of Age by Percentage Distribution (Frequencies in Parentheses)   

 

Withdrawal Graduate 

Age (n = 971)   (n = 3706) 

< 18 1 (5) 1  (52) 

18-24 47 (459) 46 (1,714) 

25-31 24 (231) 22 (828) 

32-38 13 (125) 12 (459) 

39-45 5 (53) 8 (281) 

46-52 5 (49) 6 (224) 

53-59 4 (38) 3 (114) 

60 < 1 (11) 1 (34) 
 

 Students pre-training educational attainment as shown in Table 6 reveals the majority of 

total program participants had earned a high school diploma or GED in the US or an 

international equivalent. The next largest distribution was for students categorized as Dropouts. 
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Enrollments who were both drop outs and attended a rural center had a noticeably larger 

percentage distribution in comparison to urban centers.   

Table 6 

Educational Attainment by Geography as Percentage Distributions  
(Frequencies in Parentheses)  

 
Urban Centers Rural Centers 

 
Graduate  

(n = 1865) 

Withdrawal  

(n = 584) 

Graduate  

(n = 1841) 

Withdrawal   

(n = 387) 
 
College Graduate .04 (8) 0.2 (1) 0.3 (6) 0 (0) 

Dropout 10.5 (195) 15.4 (90) 24.8 (457) 35.4 (137) 

H.S. Equivalency other country 12.2 (228) 4.3 (25) 7.9 (145) 2.1 (8) 

H.S. Graduate/GED (USA) 73.6  (1373) 76.0 (444) 65.0 (1197) 61.5 (238) 

In School 0 (0) 0 (0) 0.4 (7) 0 (0) 

Post H.S. Attendee  3.2 (60) 4.1 (24) 1.6 (29) 1.0 (4) 

Unknown 0.1 (1) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 
 

Reading and math grade level assessment scores as percentage distributions are shown in 

Table 7. The dashed line groups students who assessed at or below 8th grade in reading and math.  

Table 7 

Grade Level  Assessment Testing Characteristic as Percentage Distributions  

(Frequencies in Parentheses)  

  Reading Level Math Level 

 

Withdrawal Graduate          Withdrawal Graduate          

(n = 971) (n = 3706) (n = 971) (n = 3706) 

0 0.3 (3) 0.2 (8) 0.2 (2) 0.3 (10) 
1-2 1.9 (18) 3.2 (117) 2 (19) 4.6 (169) 
3-4 4.3 (42) 5.6 (208) 7.9 (77) 8.1 (302) 
5-6 12.7 (123) 13.6 (504) 24 (233) 21 (779) 

7-8 24.6 (239) 22.7 (841) 30 (291) 28.1 (1042) 

9-10 31 (301) 32.3 (1198) 20.7 (201) 22.2 (822) 

11-12 22.2 (216) 21.5 (797) 11.7 (114) 12.4 (460) 
13 3 (29) 0.09 (33) 3.5 (34) 3.3 (122) 

 

 Table 8 shows the distributions of identified barriers that CET collects binary data for and 

included the availability of transportation, participation in a food stamp program and limited 
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English language. Because there is no clear definition of what availability of transportation 

means, further explanation is warranted for understanding any patterns of withdrawal within this 

category.  

Table 8 
    Identified Barriers Characteristics as Percentage Distributions 

(Frequencies in Parentheses) 

  

Withdrawal    
 (n = 971) 

Graduate   
(n = 3706)  

Availability of Transportation  
  

  
 

     Yes 83.4 (810) 86.6 (3208) 
     No 16.4 (159) 13.2 (490) 

     Unknown 0.2 (2) 0.2 (8) 
 Participation in Food Stamp Program  

       Yes 35.2 (342) 25.4 (943) 
     No 64.8 (629) 74.6 (2763) 

 Limited English 
         Yes 6.7 (65) 11.5 (426) 

     No 93.3 (906) 88.5 (3280) 
  

 Labor force participation is shown in Table 9. The majority of students are unemployed 

which could be a result of the majority of students being between the ages of 18 and 24 years old 

and the possibility of residing at home with parents. 

Table 9 
    Labor Force Participation as Percentage Distributions (Frequencies in Parentheses)   

  

Withdrawal Graduate  

(n = 971)   (n = 3706) 

Employed 22.8 (221) 24.4 (906) 

Employed, but received layoff notice 0 (0) 0.01 (4) 
Not in Labor Force 9.1 (88) 11.4 (423) 
Underemployed 1.5 (15) 1.3 (47) 

Unemployed 66.6 (647) 62.8 (2326) 
 

  



31 

Income percentage distributions in Table 10 showed 71% of total enrollments had an income 

level below $12,140 a year.  

Table 10 

Applicant Income as Percentage Distributions (Frequencies in Parentheses)  

  

Withdrawal Graduate  

(n = 971)   (n = 3706) 

0 - $12,140 79.7 (774) 69.4 (2571) 
$12,141 - 16,460 7.6 (74) 10.6 (393) 

$16,461 - 20,780 4.5 (44) 6.7 (248) 
$20,781- 25,100 3.9 (38) 5.0 (187) 
$25,101 - 29,420 2.3 (22) 2.5 (91) 

$29,421 - 33,740 0.8 (8) 1.9 (70) 
$33,741 - 38,060 0.1 (1) 1.1 (42) 

$38,061 - 42,380 0.04 (4) 1.0 (36) 

$42,381 or more 0.06 (6) 1.8 (68) 

 

Cross Tabulations for Student Records 

Using Microsoft Excel, cross tabulation tables were created and Pearson’s Chi Squared test of 

independence was used to determine significance. Table 11 shows the results of testing with 

enrollment status as the independent variable (IV).  
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Table 11 

Chi Square Test of Independence  

 
X2 d.f. p value Outcome 

Status vs Occupational Sector 27.2278 6 0.000131 Reject H0 

Status vs Educational Attainment 57.6059 6 < .00001 Reject H0 

Status vs Reading Level Assessment 24.0366 7 0.001123 Reject H0 

Status vs Availability of Transportation 2284.418 1 < .00001 Reject H0 

Status vs Food Stamp Participation 36.9040 1 < .00001 Reject H0 

Status vs Limited English 18.8725 1 0.000014 Reject H0 

Status vs Income Level 51.7577 8 < .00001 Reject H0 

Status vs. Geography 6.6348 1 29.7471 Reject H0 

Status vs Age 14.5770 7 0.041821 Accept H0 

Status vs Gender 0.1151 1 0.734522 Accept H0 

Status vs Math Level Assessment 18.3814 7 0.010364 Accept H0 

Status  vs Labor Force Participation 7.0573 4 0.132891 Accept H0 

Significance Level α = .01 

Status is enrollment status and is the Independent Variable (IV). 
 

Of the 12 characteristics tested, four showed no significance and the null hypothesis of status as 

an independent characteristic was accepted. The remaining eight showed significance and 

therefore the alternate hypothesis that status had a relationship to the dependent variable was 

accepted.  

Student Survey Results 

CET administered a survey to a total of 488 students with 68.9% categorized as withdrawals and 

30.7% as cancellations. The response rate was 8.4% (n = 41) of the total. Of the respondents, 

88% (n = 36) were withdrawals. Drawing conclusions from such a limited data set presents 

threats to validity. Nonetheless, CET can glean some information from the results and therefore 

they are presented.  
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 In Figure 1 the results show an equal distribution of respondents leaving CET within 1 – 

2 months, 3 – 5 months or after 5 months. 

Figure 1  

 

 

 Figure 2 shows when asked who respondents spoke to prior to leaving CET. Under the 

open-ended Other category for question two, 12% used the open-ended response to state they did 

not speak to anyone.  

Figure 2  
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enrollment 

29% 
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months of 
enrollment 

29% 
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first 10 days 

12% 

Q1. I left CET  

My instructor 
or a CET staff 

member 
63% 

My family 
20% 

Other (please 
specify) 

12% 

My friends 
10% 

Q2. Before you left, did you speak to anyone 

and who? 



34 

 Figure 3 shows just over half of respondents reported they left because of a 

barrier. 

Figure 3 

 

 

 Survey question four asked respondents to select the best fit from a list of barriers, 

including categories leaning towards individual value judgements (e.g. changed mind, too hard, 

too easy, or wasn’t what was expected) or circumstantial conditions (e.g. housing, transportation, 

health and family, and employment). There was an additional open-ended selection to provide 

responses. Figure 4 shows 39% of respondents selected the option of Other in response to the 

question. These open ended responses were coded to topical categories based on the information 

provided. Five response groups were identified. These were related to attendance, dissatisfaction, 

family or financial matters, and self-reported cancellations. Five of the 16 cited dissatisfaction 

with an aspect of the program and 4 of the 16 reported leaving due to an attendance issue. 

Housing issues and transportation issues represented the next largest percentage at an aggregated 

56% 

44% 

Q3. Did you leave because of a barrier? 

Yes

No
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22% of responses. Interestingly, respondents were not given an option regarding food security 

despite a large number of students reporting they did not participate in a food stamp program. 

Figure 4

 

  

Figures 5 and 6 reveal the responses to questions five and six were related and questions centered 

on communication of circumstances and identification of available resources.  
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Figure 5  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5 shows an aggregated 51% of respondents specify speaking to someone at CET. Just 

under a third reported that the question was not applicable to them. The survey made no 

distinction as to what possible solutions could be offered to overcome any barriers. 

 Question 6 asks survey participants what type of information was provided to them 

before leaving. Resources were both internal to CET (e.g. basic skills and emergency support) 

and external to CET (e.g. community resources). There was a response label of Not Applicable 

or Other which was 59% of responses. Of these responses, 17 reiterated the question was not 

applicable. However, four cited being provided information on attendance, job placement and 

financial aid policies while the remaining 3 responses were statements of general dissatisfaction.  
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Figure 6 

 

Question 7 asked what former CET students were doing presently. Figure 7 shows under a third 

and were in job search and 24% were employed. Interestingly, the rate at which students reported 

being employed after withdrawal is similar to those who reported being employed at the start of 

the program. Also provided was an Other option, and 3 of the respondents in Other cited 

continuing education. Therefore, the independent answer choice of deciding to go to another 

educational institution was actually greater versus the rate shown under the specific selection. 
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Figure 7 

 

  

Question 8 as shown in Figure 8 shows 73% or 30 of 41 former CET students would return if 

given the opportunity. 

Figure 8 

 

 Finally question 9 which is not illustrated in a chart in Appendix C, asked respondents: 

“Is there anything else we should know about why you left CET?” This was the only question 
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following categories: Attendance Policy Dissatisfaction (n = 1), Generalized Dissatisfaction (n = 

3), Dissatisfaction with Staff (n = 8), Dissatisfaction with the Financial Aid package (n = 3), 

Stated Employment (n = 2) and those with no additional comments (n = 20). 
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ANALYSIS 

Findings and the CET Program Design 

Reaching the same conclusions drawn by scholars, more study is needed in this area. According 

to a CET analyst, student records have more than 25 variables (M. Ignacio, personal 

communication, July 6, 2018). The findings only examine 12 of the total student characteristic 

variables available. With so many characteristics recorded, a comprehensive examination of the 

complex, non-linear relationships can be carried out. CET has ample data to analyze in its 

student record system, but more effort is needed in collecting survey data if stakeholder feedback 

is to be valuable. Being able to segment the data by geography could be very beneficial in 

understanding any differences and influences as a result of location. Although not included in the 

findings, it is worthwhile to mention a study may be needed of the characteristics of students 

who were classified as 10 day cancellations, as it may offer additional perspective from those 

opting out. 

 To answer the research question of what are the characteristics of students who withdraw 

and why do they withdraw, findings show that males in the trades who have a high school 

diploma, are between the ages of 18-24 and are low income are more likely to withdraw. 

Students who withdraw are less likely to have the need for English as a Second Language (ESL) 

support, or to participate in a social service food program. Students who withdraw have 

transportation available to them in some form, and are more likely to be unemployed. Being able 

to draw firm conclusions as to why students withdraw is not clear. 

 CET’s program design shows a level of merit as an educational model when answering a 

first question – what percentage of students withdraw? CET’s 2015 and 2016 rates showed that  

20% of enrolled students leave, and this distribution remained exactly the same for the two-year 

study period. As a comparatively small organization, 20% may appear to be a large percentage. 
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Further research is needed to see if comparative withdrawal rates fluctuate for institutions such 

as Job Corps or community colleges. If research demonstrates that withdrawal rates do not 

change dramatically than by comparison, CET’s rate is noticeably lower. 

 According to the annual Job Corps Center Report Card for Region 6 – San Francisco, the 

Region has a 38% withdrawal rate (Outcomes, 2018; U.S. Department of Labor, 2016). Similarly 

in an online Forbes article, the author cites an annual report on retention by the National Student 

Clearinghouse (NCS), which points out that withdrawal rates for 2017 in community colleges top 

47% (Cooper, 2017). Although the periods of time are not exactly equivalent, CET’s lower 

withdrawal rate lends itself to concluding that there is benefit to the program design’s focus on 

the integration of training, basic skills, and human development. 

  CET offered a total of 21 job training programs during the study period. Dividing the 

programs by gender participation, the program selection offered by CET is almost equally 

distributed with approximately 11 programs offered showing enrollments by a majority of 

females and the remaining 10 with a majority of males. The two sectors with the highest rates of 

withdrawal are in the female dominated healthcare field or the male dominated trades. The 

overall withdrawal rate for females is approximately 7% while males are at 13%. If the rates hold 

by gender, CET could consider offering additional programs that appeal to females. While not 

necessarily aimed to reduce the withdrawal rate, program diversification through the targeting of 

females may impact enrollment and graduation rates, but potentially not the withdrawal rate. 

 In the outcome of hypothesis testing, income level showed significance. With 71% of 

students recorded with income less than $12,140 per year, further examination is required to 

understand if there is a relationship between students’ dependency status and income. A main 

question which arises includes the relationship between age and household status. How does 
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CET measure income?  Is income recorded by household income based on parents’ income or is 

it calculated by the individual?  Either way, with income levels so low, providing subsidized 

supportive services, such as emergency funding for housing assistance or transportation 

assistance, may be beneficial for students although a temporary fix in complex social and 

economic conditions. For example, unemployed students in San Jose who have housing issues 

may have more challenges in securing and maintaining housing than those in locations where the 

cost of living is lower and the availability of housing is higher. It is unknown whether CET has 

funding sources to meet the needs of a student population that cycles through program entry and 

exit in such a short period of time. 

 Data collected from the survey responses shows some students indicated that they were 

not aware of what help was available to them, or reported that resources did not apply to them or 

did not meet their needs. A potential subsidy to earned income, the findings showed that 72% of 

students do not participate in a food stamp program despite the level of poverty upon entry. With 

a younger demographic, it may be the case that students are still living at home and do not 

qualify. Still, more than half of the students are over the age of 25, and referrals to social service 

support may be warranted. 

 On National Public Radio’s “All Things Considered” program, Edes (2018) produced an 

episode where 40,000 university and community college students were surveyed with questions 

about food and housing security. With no longitudinal data to compare results against, the survey 

results showed that one-third of participating students had food or housing insecurity. For lower 

income students, this makes graduation from two and four year institutions more challenging. 

Despite differences in the educational institutions, it is likely that CET students may be 

experiencing the same challenges as their close counterparts. Being able to leverage the unit 
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team structure with staff training a communication plan to inform students of internal and 

external emergency supportive services that are available, eligibility requirements, and process 

of application may have an impact by providing a short term safety net, mitigating the pressure 

to withdraw through the provision of resources. 

 With the percentage distributions showing data clearly skewing towards one response 

(yes or no), significance for the identified barriers related to availability of transportation and 

limited English skills was not surprising. Student records show that 86% of students have 

transportation “available”. Expanding what the definition of “availability” of transportation 

would be helpful in a future study, to see whether CET could improve outcomes if withdrawals 

were related to transportation. For example, understanding whether the student owns a reliable 

vehicle, uses public transportation or relies on others could assist in determining whether 

students are at risk of withdrawal within this category. With only 10% of student records 

showing limited English as a barrier, identifying whether there are any geographic trends to this 

barrier can help CET focus services for second language acquisition. 

 Significance testing in geography, educational attainment, and reading levels are the 

characteristics which call up the question of whether CET’s program design is as effective as it 

can be. Further examination with geographical segments is a must.  With a service area in both 

rural and urban locations, and although urban centers enroll more students, withdrawal indicators 

such as high school dropout rates are higher in rural areas. With lower educational attainment, 

this indicates lower literacy levels in rural areas. Consequently, the characteristic of literacy level 

appears to be the most telling of characteristics for students who withdraw. 

 According to the highlights of a literacy survey for the NCES , people who had higher 

levels of literacy were more likely to have a job, work more often and earn more than those with 
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lower literacy levels. And although the survey showed a portion of individuals at the lower end 

of literacy levels who did have higher earnings, the authors concluded, “literacy can be thought 

of as a currency in this society. Just as adults with little money have difficulty meeting their basic 

needs, those with limited literacy skills are likely to find it more challenging to pursue their 

goals” (Kirsch, Jungeblut, Jenkins, Kolstad, 2002). Because students entering CET are assessed 

using standardized assessment tests to determine grade level literacy, those achieving a grade 

level score of 8th grade or below are referred to basic skills instructional support by their 

instructors (N. Divalova, personal communication, July 6, 2018). If a single withdrawal 

characteristic could be influenced by CET’s program design, it may be literacy levels.  Because 

literacy is such an important factor further study is also warranted in this area to determine if 

there is any significance between those student who enroll in urban or rural locations. 
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CONCLUSION 

With the objective of preserving the holistic and integrated program design and aiming to reduce 

the withdrawal rate, CET can focus in on expanding basic literacy services, maintaining current 

emergency resource grants available for students, and developing strategic partnerships to 

develop new ways of addressing challenging problems for student retention. 

 Raising the basic skills literacy levels by engaging more students earlier could have a 

positive impact on withdrawals and represents the easiest and the most immediate adjustment. 

An inclusion into the program design could be an integrated bridge program focused on 

improving literacy. Similar to bridge programs aiming to prepare high school students for college 

or transitioning newly enrolled students into universities, a hybridized concept could be 

implemented by CET. Implemented in the first 10 days, students could be required to participate 

in a literacy refresher, including preparation with skill-related subject matter that supports basic 

skill development. The student is supported prior to entering the job training classroom with 

skill-related math and language. Inclusion of workshops that focus on the human development 

component of the CET model could focus students towards success with self-assessment tools 

and beginning job development activities. Once students complete the 10 days, and foundational 

academic skills have been more comprehensively assessed in conjunction with preliminary 

standardized assessment scoring, students requiring more support will be better identified. 

Students needing less support could periodically access the basic skill support service for 

training as needed. Respondents in CET’s withdrawal survey show students have a connection to 

staff  because they reported speaking to staff prior to withdrawal. A bridge program will nurture 

that connection to staff earlier in the training period along with supporting a sense of belonging 
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among students as demonstrated by Tinto’s Student Integration Model and Bean’s Student 

Attrition Model (Demetriou, 2011). 

 With an open-entry model and enrollment trends related to differences in geography, 

student need exists year round. Challenging outcomes for CET to achieve would to be to 

improve food security and provide transportation subsidies for students, thus freeing up limited 

income for other expenses such as housing. Two areas CET could focus on to have a progressive 

impact on withdrawals would be to develop new strategic partnerships and expand available 

resources in those areas.  

 Community colleges are able to provide services to low income students through 

programs such as Fresh Success, a program which provides students more food security and 

emergency needs. Through the State of California’s CalFresh program, qualifying students can 

enroll in Fresh Success programs to qualify for food assistance under the federally funded 

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), formerly called food stamps (Foundation 

for California, n.d.). Programs like Fresh Success also provide one-time emergency housing and 

household utility grants along with academically related supplies to participating students 

(Gavilan College, n.d.). Although the Fresh Success program is seen in community colleges, 

CET’s students have the same income related challenges warranting participation in such 

programs. CET can strategically advocate for legislation to include students in non-traditional 

post-secondary institutions. Although CET is not a public institution and thus unable to receive 

tax derived and state allocated dollars, programs such as Fresh Success show expanding 

available resources is a possibility. With 64% of withdrawals not participating in a food program 

and no direct survey information, food security could be a retention barrier needing to be more 

directly addressed. Periodic informational campaigns aimed at educating students about food 
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program resources they may qualify for during training could alleviate this barrier to success. 

According to Yvette Avila, Center Director of CET’s main campus in San Jose, CA, between 

2007 and 2013 during the economic recession, CET partnered with Second Harvest Food Bank 

as a distribution center. Students needing assistance accessed food bank services regularly (Y. 

Avila, personal communication, July 6, 2018). Renewing this arrangement and replicating it in 

other counties could be the easiest partnerships to develop in the shortest amount of time without 

having to influence legislation as may be the case with aligning to programs directly funded by 

the state.  

 Addressing transportation barriers through emergency grants is a commonality shared by 

CET and other institutions. In Santa Clara County, CA programs such as Gavilan College’s 

Fresh Success program offers students located in the more rural geography transportation 

assistance through gas cards and bus tokens, while San Jose City College, located in a densely 

urbanized area includes a transportation fee which subsidizes passes on local mass transit lines 

(Y. Avila, personal communication, July 6, 2018). Recent passage of AB19 in California 

provides funding to public community college districts provides and flexibility to colleges to use 

the funds for the greatest need of qualifying students, including transportation (Rose, 2018) . 

Although the findings in CET’s student records showed a large percentage of students were 

categorized as having transportation available, the withdrawal survey conducted hints that the 

transportation barrier to student success may be underreported. As a private, non-profit 

institution CET cannot access the same program funding resources that public institutions can 

and is at a disadvantage. Maintaining grants for transportation, educating students to emergency 

grant availability, and encouraging ride-sharing and the use of public transportation where 

available is the most feasible. The transportation issue is not easily solved as the costs to 
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transportation providers is prohibitive and there is a lack of research on potential impacts (Gase, 

Kuo, Teutsch, & Fielding, 2014). CET could follow the lead of community colleges seeking to 

solve this issue by examining the ability to create new partnerships with transportation 

alternative types of providers such as Uber, helping increase students’ ability to directly access 

transportation (Smith, 2016).  

 With 66% of CET’s withdrawals characterized as unemployed, a logical agency to access 

potential resources are state unemployment offices. For qualifying persons, the California State 

Employment Development Department (EDD) can offer an Individual Training Account (ITA) 

to provide vouchers for training fees (State of California, n.d.). CET is listed as an eligible 

training provider (CalJobs, n.d.). Unfortunately, the EDD’s training vouchers do not cover 

additional expenses such as food, transportation or shelter. 

 The most difficult challenge for CET may be in providing resources to participants who 

have housing barriers. A majority of CET’s program enrollees live in California and the findings 

show almost 80% report incomes of just over $12,000 a year which is defined as “extremely low 

income” for a one person household by the State Income Levels for 2018 (Department of 

Housing, 2018). According to a fact sheet provided by the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities 

(2017), federally funded housing programs fall short in California. Thus, referring students to 

such programs ineffective in the short period of time students attend CET. However, another 

approach may be beneficial. Demonstration projects conducted in Chicago, Illinois and King 

County, Washington show there is a measure of success when the silos of housing and workforce 

development activities are aligned to common purposes (Office of Policy, 2018 ). Uniquely 

positioned with locations geographically dispersed across California, CET could seek to create 

partnerships with programs offering housing assistance, breaking through these silos by working 
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with low-income residents needing job training. Being able to develop formal linkages will 

require a commitment of research, planning, and advocacy resources. Partnerships like those in 

other areas may not have an immediate impact on withdrawal rates, but over a longer period of 

time this type of partnership meets the shared goals of moving people out of poverty through 

stable housing and improved workforce participation. 

 CET faces universally challenging issues in reducing the withdrawal rate by directly 

assisting its most at risk students. Clearly recognizing students’ needs, CET is not alone in 

needing to support students to the point of graduation, develop the funding resources and 

partnerships to maintain and expand services contributing to success. A final perspective to offer 

in developing sources to support emergency services, CET could strategically engage in 

organizational and locally based fundraising to ensure that funding is available. Taken a step 

further, activities can include leadership and volunteer opportunities for students and graduates. 

Efforts will help CET maintain its services while providing the opportunity to demonstrate and 

advocate for the success of CET’s programs to its various stakeholders. 

 In conclusion, Table 12 lays out a potential path for CET’s Management Team to follow 

in the form of a list of milestones and potential outcomes that can be used to begin implementing 

and monitoring recommended actions to reduce withdrawal rates. 
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Table 12  

Proposed Milestone  Potential Outcome 

Examine all student characteristic variables in a 
comprehensive analysis 

Better understanding of student population 
with all factors considered 

Study of student cancellation characteristics Determine if there are indicating 
characteristics for cancellations 

Research withdrawal rates of comparative 
institutions’ longitudinal data  

Confirm CET’s withdrawal rate is 
substantially lower than counterparts 

Offer more programs targeting women Improve enrollment rates while not 
increasing withdrawal rates 

Expand basic literacy services through a 10 day 

integrated bridge program 

Identification of students needing basic skills 

support testing above 8th grade levels 
Assign a dedicated individual for related 

legislative advocacy 

Inclusion of private non-profit institutions 

with low income students receiving 
additional supportive services 

Partner with local food security resources such 
as food banks 

Improve student food security and allow for 
limited income to be spent elsewhere 

Assign dedicated individual(s) to create strategic 
partnerships with transportation and housing 
agencies 

Increased funding for emergency services 
and/or strategic partnerships to reduce 
barriers 

Implement organizational and local fundraising 
campaigns for supportive services 

Improved financial resources to support 
student success  
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APPENDIX A 

Status Codes and Definitions 

Center for Employment Training (CET) uses levels of categories to track student progress. For 

this research project, status categories provided by CET were grouped into “Withdrawn, 

Currently Enrolled, and Graduated.” Included are two additional categories not defined by CET 

but identified in this project. 

CET 

Categories Definition Research Category 

I Incomplete - Withdrawal after 10 days Withdrawn 

ENR Enrolled 

Currently Enrolled 

C Compliant Status 

P Probationary Status - Attendance, Competencies or Both  

W Warning Status - Attendance, Competencies or Both  

L Enrolled on an approved Leave of Absence  

G  Graduated and Placed 

Graduated LT Graduated past 150% of Actual Hours 

J Graduated in active Job Search 

Undefined  

Removed from 

records 

CN Cancellation – Withdrawal within 10 days 

CL Cancellation – Withdrawal with no exit date and 0% of 

competencies completed 
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