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College Tracking—The Devil is in the Details 
The Success Rate for Students Initially Attending    

Nassau Community College 
 

By Fred Cohen 
 

In recent months, there has been considerable discussion about the suc-
cess rate and the persistence rate of students who attend college, particu-
larly those students who attend Nassau Community College the fir st 
year after high school graduation. 
 
The Nassau BOCES Instructional Data Warehouse (IDW) provides pow-
erful data detailing students’ success or lack of success.  Note that the 
IDW cannot show whether courses taken were remedial in nature nor 
whether any credits were earned in a given semester, but IDW reports do 
offer essential details about high school diploma type earned, semes-
ter by semester college enrollment, and college degree earned. 
 
With such vast information available, it might seem simple to declare a 
successful outcome or a not successful outcome based on each student 
record.  But as this newsletter will show, one has to carefully analyze a 
full detailed picture of a student’s progress before determining exact-
ly what is meant by success. 
 
First let’s present a key IDW College Tracking report and two “drill thru” 
reports further detailing student success. 

As can be seen, this report notes (in blue) the number of students who 
initially attended each college listed following graduation each June.  
In this example, graduation years from 2011 to 2017 are shown, and the 
10 most frequently attended colleges are detailed. 
 
But this report really shows its value when the user begins to drill down.  
For example, by selecting any of the blue numbers on the report, the drill 
thru will show the students who enrolled that year in the selected school 
and also show other student data such as the type of diploma earned and 
the number of years of high school enrollment. 

Colleges with Highest Initial Enrollment over Time 
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In addition, this report has another level of drill thru available, By clicking on the “Drill 
Down to Student Enrollment Detail Report,” the user can see the details needed to analyze 
whether or not any college experience might be considered successful or  not. 
 
Let’s first analyze the two simple cases. In case one, a student enrolls in a four year college 
after high school graduation, and four years later the student is granted a four-year degree 
from that college. On the “Drill Down” report, that student’s record would appear as follows. 

The university’s name, highlighted in green, indicates that a degree was earned.  The name of 
the degree is Bachelor of Arts in Communications, earned in 2015.  Each semester of enroll-
ment is detailed as “Full Time,” and the eight semesters are clearly shown.  Also shown is the 
student’s initial enrollment in high school (July 1, 2007) and the high school graduation date 
(June 30, 2011).  This student’s college success is easily categorized—four years of attend-
ance and a four year degree earned. 
 
Similarly, this second case is also easily analyzed. 

This student also graduated from high school in 2011 and immediately enrolled the following 
September. The student attended full-time the first two semesters, then half-time the third se-
mester, then less than half-time the fourth semester with no college enrollment dates listed 
thereafter. This is the profile of a student whose college experience was most likely unsuccess-
ful. Is it possible, however, that the student enrolled in a college not monitored by the National 
Student Clearinghouse?  Of course, but not likely.  The student might have become a profes-
sional athlete, a fashion model, or a computer programmer, but it is fairly easy, from the evi-
dent at hand, to classify this college experience as not a successful one. 
 

One might think that most student detail reports are as easily analyzed as these two. But espe-
cially when analyzing students who initially attend Nassau Community College, the anal-
yses are often more complex.  Cer tainly, a student who fir st attends Nassau, and then 
transfers to a four year school and earns a four year degree, falls into the successful category. 
Similarly, a student who stays enrolled in Nassau Community College as a full-time student 
for eight years (sixteen semesters) and has no degree to show for it would likely be catego-
rized as not-successful. 
 

But the four students shown on the following page are examples of the devil being in the de-
tails.  One is hard put to make a clear case either way without knowing more about the stu-
dent’s life experience. And these cases are surprisingly common for many of our students who 
begin their college experience in a community college. 
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Examine the college experience of the student below.  We see an initial year and a half attendance with no 
degree earned with the student apparently dropping out in 2013.  Then, re-enrollment in 2017 followed by 
continuous full time enrollment until the present. What happened between May of 2013 and January of 2017? 
Was the student working full time, volunteering for the Peace Corp, serving in the military? This student’s 
college record is hard to categorize because so much is missing. 

 
Next is a more complex student enrollment record. As can be seen in column 3 (circled), this student initially 
declared an intention to enroll in a four year school. After four semesters full-time at Nassau CC (and then a 
year and a half hiatus), this student transferred to a four year school (Brooklyn College). Then the student re-
enrolled at Nassau and eventually transferred to another four year school (Alfred) where the student is still 
currently enrolled as of December of 2018.  What life story propelled this pathway?  Although one can think 
of many scenarios where his experience at Nassau Community College did not serve him well, one can still 
find some other pathways where the student’s experience might have been considered successful. 

And what about the following student who attended Nassau CC for two years (with a summer session at Mer-
cy) and then transferred to a four year college (New York Tech at Old Westbury)? Did Nassau serve him well 
in getting this student to enroll at a four year college, or not serve him well because, in the end, the student has 
no degree—either two year or four year?  Did this student eventually drop out after an additional half-time 
semester at Nassau?  Is this student hopelessly lost or perhaps just one course away from a four year degree? 

 
And finally, an enigma. Is this last student wasting time with seven years of often full time enrollment, per-
haps in remedial courses, or a student being encouraged by Nassau and working part-time to finally earn a  
two-year degree? How are we to know? 
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In the past, when I viewed community college enrollments, I simply counted degrees earned as 
success and degrees not earned as an example of a not successful college experience. But look-
ing at the many students who successfully transfer to another two-year (or four-year) college, I 
am less sure when to credit a student’s outcome as a successful one.  Also, hearing personal sto-
ries of students’ extreme persistence, I have some renewed measure of respect for “long-
termers,” students with perhaps limited ability or financial resources but with great determina-
tion and institutional support who eventually earn their degree.  
 
I thought I might conclude with such a record. Note that this student graduated from high 
school in June of 20ll and earned a two-year degree in December of 2017, six and one-half 
years later. There were withdrawals and years of non-attendance, but the student had the drive 
to return in 2017 to earn a degree. 

 
In the end, only person-to-person follow-up can detail each student’s actual journey.  For stu-
dents with such complex records, it will be necessary to go beyond the data.  But the vast ma-
jority of students’ college success story can be quickly found in the IDW College Tracking suite 
of reports. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
As always, IDW personnel are available to provide telephone assistance and in-district training 
for any district seeking to learn more about this newsletter or about other best practices for the 
IDW.  Call Fred Cohen at 608-6640, Meador Pratt at 608-6612, Stephanie Witt at 608-6623, 
or Richard Nathan at 516 971-7532 (cell) to schedule a training session or to discuss any In-
structional Data Warehouse questions. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


