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here’s a phrase – clearly timeworn and perhaps even a bit trite – that has appeared in every 

Piedmont Technical College catalog and brochure since the college was established in 1966.  It is: “Helping Students Get from Where They Are to Where They Want to Be!”  

Yet, as a descriptor of the college’s commitment to student success, it is irreplaceable.  Taking students from diverse cultures, vastly different levels of academic preparation, and uncertain motivation poses a daunting challenge.  Add the near-phobic reactions of some older students and the task seems to become “mission impossible.”  

Still, that is what Piedmont does – and it is what two-year colleges across the country do on a regular basis, almost routinely.  It is a mission that can be accomplished and we have the success stories to prove it.  We can back our claims with names, addresses, jobs, earnings, and even accounts of high-level civic and political participation.   

Changing lives for the better is what all of us in community, junior, and technical colleges do, and we do it through a wide range of services that are expressly designed to facilitate success.  The nature of those services at Piedmont Technical College, in Greenwood, South Carolina, is described in this paper. 

An Overarching Principle

Before reviewing specific programs, it should be noted that identification of student needs is an integral part of the admissions process at the college.  This includes, of course, a variety of needs, but – for purposes of this discussion – the focus is on academic skills.  All applicants for admission, with the exception of transfer students, are required to demonstrate their current capabilities by means of placement testing.  Students have the option of taking either the ASSET or the COMPASS exam.  Both measure operating levels in reading, English, and mathematics.  The ASSET is a traditional, timed, paper and pencil instrument.  A computer-adaptive test, the COMPASS interactively selects questions for students based on their responses to previous questions.  It is not timed.  Students who have previously taken the SAT or the ACT exams may submit those scores as documentation of their capabilities.

Upon completion of the assessment process, students participate in comprehensive advisement sessions with enrollment counselors.  A key component of advisement addresses the level of general education courses in which the student should enroll.  In a collegiate version of “back to the basics,” those who are weak in reading, English, or math are urged to consider coursework that is categorized as “transitional.”  Also known as developmental studies, these courses are taught by caring and sensitive faculty who have the skills and the necessary dedication to help students overcome barriers to success.  In fact, the academic division in which such courses are housed is called the General Education and Transitional Studies (GETS) Division.  

Some two-thirds of Piedmont’s students take at least one transitional course while smaller proportions take two or three.  In the absence of compelling reasons, such as extremely low scores, students are permitted to enroll in some degree-level coursework even while they are in transitional studies.  The judgment of faculty advisors is crucial at this point because, for example, enrollment in college algebra or trigonometry by a student with low math scores would likely be a formula for failure.

The formula for success, on the other hand, is “TLC!”  A Teaching-Learning Center was established in the early nineties to provide academic help for students in transitional studies, although it is now open to others as well.  The TLC is structured as an open-lab environment and offers a place where students may come at any time to receive personal or computer-aided instruction in academic content areas.  They may also use one of the more than fifty computers reserved for students to do Internet research or to type required papers.  

A writing lab is a recent addition to the TLC’s services.  Students are free to seek assistance with general writing skills or they may request that a specific term paper be critiqued before it is submitted for grading by an instructor.  The center is coordinated by English faculty members and staffed by adjunct associates.  Five computers are set aside for student use.  In the most recently completed semester, nearly 400 students had used the writing center’s services. 

Support for students in transitional studies is not limited to the mere fact that they are enrolled in those courses, as important as that is.  Piedmont Technical College offers a variety of services that target specific needs and which greatly enhance the likelihood that students will overcome their identified deficiencies and move on to full schedules of courses that are creditable toward the associate’s degree.  What follows is a review of those services, some of which have prescribed participation limits – and a few of which impose criteria other than low-test scores.  

Student Success Center

Solid advisement and academic counseling are clearly foundational steps toward student success – and both are delivered through the college’s Student Success Center.  Although each student has an assigned faculty advisor, the success center is also an important player, having logged more than 2,000 advisement and counseling contacts in the current (2001-02) school year. 

Helping students to register for the right courses at the right time is a crucial function.  It is essential for students to follow a logical and orderly process that accounts for all required and elective courses as well as prerequisites and follow-on courses taken in appropriate sequence.  Also it is important that students avoid “course overload,” or registering for more courses than is feasible in view of individual circumstances.  Good advisement will lead to a “no surprises” graduation!

Working with students when there’s “trouble on the horizon” – or preferably before trouble appears – is the function of academic counseling.  Piedmont uses a mid-term grading system to alert students as to their performance half-way through each semester.  Grades awarded are “S” (Satisfactory), “M” (Marginal), and “U” (Unsatisfactory).  Students whose progress is less than satisfactory are encouraged to come to the success center for assistance, which may include instruction in study skills and/or time management, or referral for tutoring.  

Although any student will be welcomed, the Student Success Center at Piedmont is specifically responsible for advising and counseling students in two program areas: 1) General Health Sciences, and 2) Career Development.  

Academic Advantage

This federally funded (TRIO) program addresses the singular purpose of helping students stay in college until graduation, after which they might enter the workforce or transfer to a four-year institution.  A coordinated cluster of services includes counseling, tutoring, study skills, and transfer information.  Another valuable feature of Academic Advantage is its exposure of students to cultural activities.  Visits to community theater performances, concerts, art galleries, museums, and historical sites are totally new experiences for most of the participating students.  In addition to being academically deficient, students must be first generation college attendees and they must meet defined economic need.  All services are provided without cost to students. 


“Academic Advantage” is user-friendly nomenclature for the Student Support Services component of the U. S. Department of Education’s TRIO programs.  Piedmont also hosts Talent Search and Upward Bound programs, both of which focus on middle and high school students, encouraging them toward completion and postsecondary enrollment.  

Disability Services

Piedmont’s Office of Student Disability Services plays a vital role in enhancing the likelihood of success for students with virtually any kind of inhibitive disability.  Assistance is provided to those with:

· Mobility impairments

· Hearing impairments

· Visual impairments

· Learning disabilities

· Chronic physical conditions

· Speech impairments

· Attention deficit hyperactivity

Disability must, of course, be documented – either by a doctor’s statement or a psychological evaluation, depending on the nature of the impairment.  Services typically involve manipulations of the physical environment, provision of mechanical devices that minimize the impairment’s impact on learning, and schedule adjustments (such as changing the location of a classroom).  Other services, like counseling and tutoring, are provided as well.  Consultation with faculty and in-service training to promote sensitivity and to articulate the meaning of “reasonable accommodations” as defined in federal law are also included among disability services.  

Women’s Services

Another set of services at Piedmont targets women – particularly single parents, single pregnant women, displaced homemakers, and those willing to venture into nontraditional career fields.  Assistance may be in the form of counseling, tuition, childcare, or transportation.  To qualify for help with childcare, children must be attending a licensed facility.  Payments go to the service provider.  Similarly, tuition payments are made directly into the student’s account at the college.  Assistance with transportation is paid after the student has accrued and documented a specified level of mileage.

Funding for these services comes from a combination of federal and state sources.  Student awards are based on financial need, educational background, and career goals.  Priority in selection of participants goes to those with little or no previous college experience and who are not receiving other forms of federal student aid.  Clarity of and commitment to career goals is also regarded as an important criterion, especially in view of the fact that those who are ambivalent may more easily succumb to social or other forms of pressure in nontraditional careers.

Tutorial Services

The college’s Tutoring Center is available to students needing extra help in almost all academic subjects.  Tutoring is provided by community members and student peers.  They are compensated according to a scale based on their academic credentials.  All must demonstrate subject-area proficiency and they must participate in a mandatory orientation.  

The center is open during day and evening hours on the Lex D. Walters campus (in Greenwood) and also provides services in centers located in six other contiguous counties.

Students are eligible for one hour of tutoring weekly without charge.  Those requiring additional time may negotiate arrangements and fees privately with their tutors.  All tutorial services must, however, be approved by the Tutoring Coordinator.

In addition to the traditional format of one-on-one tutoring, group sessions may be scheduled as well.  This is especially helpful in the case of highly technical courses in which demand is great and the availability of tutors is limited. 

Also, coordinators and instructors in developmental lab areas (related to General Education and Transitional Studies, as previously noted) often schedule “open lab” hours when students may drop in for extra help in reading, writing, math, and study skills.  Computerized tutorials are available to students in a variety of subject areas as well.  

Staff in the Academic Advantage program, already described, contract with the Tutoring Center to provide specialized tutorial services to students who are accepted into that program.

Career Assessment

Students entering two-year colleges face pressure to declare majors early in the enrollment process.  In four-year institutions, where declaration of a major may in many cases be deferred at least until the junior year, this is not a consideration.  The problem is that, while two-year college students may value education in principle, they frequently have poorly informed concepts about careers and, by extension, curricular choices.  The need for help is self-evident.

While career counseling is an imprecise science – maybe more of an art form – there are some established procedures which can serve students well, even if it is only by eliminating inappropriate choices.  By narrowing the field of options students will find decision-making much easier.  

At Piedmont, several methods are used in combination to point students in the right direction.  The process, initially at least, is introspective, featuring a group experience called “Pathways to Careers.”  Students complete interest inventories,  self-awareness questionnaires, and personality tests.  The self-awareness instrument is notably helpful in stimulating thinking about such practical issues as time requirements, affordability, and transportation while also addressing the critical area of personal values.  A key purpose of “Pathways to Careers” is to help students understand the decision-making process so that, when ready, they may proceed independently toward a career choice.  Some 45 groups, with a maximum of twelve students in each, have been conducted this year.

Students later move on to more specific career information such as job descriptions, education requirements, and the employment outlook.  The South Carolina Occupational Information System (SCOIS) is a computerized system that is regularly updated and which serves as a valuable and convenient source of data for students.  

The college also sponsors job fairs and other opportunities for students to explore career possibilities.  

Student Activities
Group participation and leadership skills are developed in students through a comprehensive activities program.  The college officially sponsors a wide range of student organizations.  Many of these are curricular clubs while others are local chapters of national and international student groups. 

Piedmont’s Omega Chi Chapter of the Phi Theta Kappa International Honor Society, for instance, recognizes academic excellence while also providing a forum for service.  The same can be said of such on-campus groups as Psi Beta, Tau Alpha Pi, and Lambda Chi Nu.

Student governance at the college is structured under the banner of the Inter-Club Council which is composed of representatives of all college-chartered student organizations.  This approach replaced the older format of a student government association (SGA) with constitutional officers and a student council.  Student Development leaders believe that it is more representational and at least as effective as the older system.

Piedmont also conducts an annual leadership retreat, a week-end activity at nearby Lake Greenwood.  Through the facilitation of faculty and student development professionals, students are given the opportunity to realize their own leadership styles and to focus on their strengths as emerging leaders.  The college also adheres to the principle that such skills represent a crucial part of the “value added” to students, serving them in the present and preparing them for more useful civic roles in the future.

The Confident Student

Although it is the title of the text used in College 103, Introduction to College, “The Confident Student” is also an appropriate way to characterize the desired outcome of all the services described in this paper.  That is, after all, what the college hopes to produce.

“The Confident Student” – the course - is a nontraditional approach to learning traditional study skills.  It carries three hours of academic credit that is also transferable to four-year institutions in the state.  

In the semester-long course, students learn goal-setting and problem-solving techniques, communication skills, how to work in teams, methods for preparing to take tests, and learning strategies that they can apply throughout their lives.  At the same time, faculty hope to instill a commitment to lifelong learning.  All of this is accomplished through group activities, individual exercises, and projects.

Conclusion

Ruth Handler, creator of the fantastically popular Barbie doll, died this spring.  Some years ago, in response to Barbie’s critics, she said, “Every little girl needed a doll through which to project herself into her dream of the future.”  The many forms taken by Barbie over the years is important, making possible many different kinds of dreams.  She has been, among other things, an astronaut, a doctor, a nurse, an office worker, a bride, a rock star, a princess, and more!  

As Barbie represents the aspirations of little girls, so do we two-year college educators stand as symbols of hope for young men and women who also have dreams.  Often their dreams are vague and in need of clarification.  That is where our job begins, but it does not stop there.  It continues with our application of skill and ingenuity in linking students to the array of services that can empower them for the lives of productive and useful service that they imagine.

In so doing, we become more than symbols!  We become translators of hopes into reality…dream-makers, if you will.  Truly, then, we enable students to get from where they are…to where they want to be! 
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