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Community Colleges:
A Collaborative Model

for Student Success
Lisa S. Kelsay and Mary Tosch demonstrate how co-curricular learning and athletics

at community colleges center student success.

By Lisa S. Kelsay and Mary Tosch

The Illinois Skyway Collegiate Conference (ISSC) is
unique in that there must be participation in athletic and
co-curricular competitions each year. Established in 1969
as an athletic conference, ISSC states in the bylaws
(2016) that there is a commitment to fostering the devel-
opment of students’ specialized talents through intercol-
legiate athletic and co-curricular programs. Activities
must be based upon sound educational philosophy, which
enhance student academic achievement, promote fair
play, and develop mental and physical abilities.

Context and Collaboration
EACH YEAR, STUDENTS FROM eight colleges partici-
pate in co-curricular (seeTable1) and athletic competitions.
Athletic sports hosted are women’s basketball, cross coun-
try, soccer, softball, tennis, and volleyball, and men’s bas-
ketball, baseball, cross country, golf, soccer, and tennis.

Athletics, student affairs, academic affairs, and
administration are encouraged to interact to fulfill the
institutional commitment. It is good to build relation-
ships across divisions, areas, and individuals when
oftentimes many areas can be silos. Lisa Kelsay
explains through the Office of Community Research
and Leadership Voices and Viewpoints that this
“provides an arena to think holistically about student

learning and how the co-curricular activities contribute
to a student’s engagement” and that the four events go
beyond class requirements “and provides opportunities
for students and faculty to engage in active learning.”

A college-level collaboration would be between the
co-curricular director and Jazz faculty to host the Jazz
Festival, even though they may be in different depart-
ments. Planning begins a year in advance, and a budget
is provided by the Conference to host. To offer learning
opportunities, one college created breakout sessions
titled “Improvisation 101” and “Jazz Piano for the
Non-Pianists.” Another collaborative element was the
revised jazz adjudication form. Faculty collaborated to
review and adapt a new form from the National Asso-
ciation for Music Education and the National Music
Adjudication Coalition. All colleges had opportunities
to provide feedback before implementation.

For each competition, the host reaches out to profes-
sionals inthe field for juroringassistance,whichisanexter-
nal collaboration. One collaboration was built with
Argonne National Laboratories through the Post-
Doctoral Division for STEM judges, which continues today.

Two events use an online submission tool in colla-
boration with an outside vendor. The technology allows
for electronic submissions, gathers participant informa-
tion, and assigns entries to judges. The integrated
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judging rubric allows for easy calculation of scores and
provides feedback to students on their projects. The
online system prepares the students for similar type
of submissions in their respective disciplines.

The ISSC brings people together from eight institu-
tions from all levels to have conversations about student
success. Formal and informal networking occur at the
various meetings, committees, and events. Informal men-
toring occurs within the various levels as new staff tran-
sition into the various roles in the conference. There is
also a built-in colleague network to learn best practices.

Stakeholders
MEMBERS OF THE ISSC INCLUDE the College of Lake
County, Elgin CommunityCollege, McHenry CountyCol-
lege, Moraine Valley Community College, Morton Col-
lege, Oakton Community College, Prairie State College,
and Waubonsee Community College. Each college has a
Co-Curricular Director (CCD), an Athletic Director (AD),

a Board of Control (BOC) member, and Board of Presi-
dents (BOP) member. Colleges rotate hosting of athletic
competitions, co-curricular events, and meetings.

The CCD represents all co-curricular events to the
BOC and provides support to the faculty liaison.
A faculty liaison is located at each college for each
co-curricular competition. The CCD role entails repre-
senting concerns to the organization, educating and
onboarding new faculty liaisons, enforcing event rules,
and event hosting responsibilities. Communication and
relationship building are key to making successful part-
nerships for the implementation of each event. As Lisa
Kelsay stated, the CCD needs to “balance the needs of the
overall conference, their institutional needs and the
needs from the respective faculty.”

Learning Strategy Assessment
ASSESSMENT IS COMPLETED YEARLY to learn howthe
co-curricular activities influenced retention, persistence,
and student engagement. In 2014, Skyway Co-Curricular
Directors created an assessment plan to determine if these
activities met the original intended purpose and if co-
curricular events add value to the student experience. The
Directors were interested in learning the following:

� Do activities contribute to student success?

� Have students found these experiences to be
valuable and why?

� Do faculty feel these activities provide value to
the curriculum?

� Do students who participate in the events find
value in these activities?

LISA S. KELSAY is the Assistant Dean of Liberal Arts and
Director of Academic Arts at Moraine Valley Community
College. Lisa has worked in both student and academic
affairs at two- and four-year institutions for the past 22 years.

MARY TOSCH is the Student Life Manager at Waubonsee
Community College. Mary has over 18 years of experience as
a Student Affairs practitioner at public two- and four-year
colleges in multiple states.

We love feedback. Send letters to executive editor Ryan
Evely Gildersleeve (aboutcampus@du.edu), and please
copy him on notes to authors.

TABLE 1. Illinois Skyway Collegiate Conference Co-Curricular Competitions.

Competition Season Description Awards
Juried Art
Competition

Spring Students compete and show their artistic
expertise in the area of painting, drawing,
photography, 2D, 3D, digital design, video,
and ceramics.

Artwork is juried and selected for show. Nine
pieces are chosen for awards—Best in Show,
Award of Excellence, and Award of Merit.

Jazz Festival Fall Students compete in small and large jazz
ensembles and then participate in clinics and
workshops focused on music methods.

Jurors may select the Outstanding Musician
and Honorable Mention students from each
college.

STEM Poster
Competition

Spring Students compete individually or as groups
to create a poster in STEM disciplines. Pos-
ters are evaluated on the participant’s ability
to use the process of science, as well as
rational and logical thinking, to answer a
question in the STEM field.

Judges may select a Best in Show as well as
first, second, and third places in each
category.

Writers
Competition
and Festival

Fall Students compete in poetry, fiction,
nonfiction, and drama. Students read their
work publicly, meet published writers, and
attend educational workshops.

Judges may select first, second, and third
place recipients.
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Learning outcomes allow for data to be collected,
reviewed, and for adjustments to occur before assessing
the event again. Fall 2014 events were chosen to be
assessed first, and in 2016, the two spring events were
collected. Past events had been assessed from a logistics
point of view, but adding learning outcomes highlights the
value of these activities.

Theformalassessment
plan includes both qualita-
tive and quantitative data.
Following an event comple-
tion, participants were
emailed a survey based on
a five-point Likert-type
scale to complete through
SurveyMonkey. Over four
years, 291 respondents for
the Writers Festival pro-
vided feedback with an
average response rate of
24% (see Table 2).

Participants have
opportunities to express
their thoughts on the competition/festival day, what
they learned, and offer suggestions for improving the
competition and festival. Participants responded to the
following free form survey questions:

� Please identify up to three new writing tech-
niques and/or strategies you learned as a result
of your participation in the Skyway Writers
Competitions and Festival.

� Please share any recommendations, comments,
or suggestions about the Skyway Writers Compe-
tition and Festival that you would like to share.

Responses to these questions varied. New techniques
and/or tips learned ranged from not giving up, finding
motivation, write what one knows, simplifying the writ-
ing, over-exaggerate feelings to allow the reader to
understand, and to use real-life experience as a basis.
Overall, there appears to be a consistent trend that
students who participate in the Writers Festival have

shown an increased percentage on the first and third
outcomes. Students’ confidence seems to stay the same
with an exception in 2015.

At one institution, we assessed the overall student
academic data for students engaged in Skyway
co-curricular events in relation to a control group of

similar characteristics
but no involvement (see
Table 3). Students who
are engaged in Skyway
co-curricular activities
have completed more
credits and had a higher
GPA overall. Students
involved in Skyway have
a higher percentage of
degree or certificate com-
pletion and enrollment in
a four-year institution. In
addition, retention rates
are slightly higher for
Skyway students as well.
These data indicate Sky-

way co-curricular activities at this institution is one
factor contributing to student success. This could be
due to the connection with faculty members who
engage in these activities to create a deeper connec-
tion to the campus as assessed through the learning
outcomes.

Unique Aspects and
Implementation Challenges
FEEDBACK FROM PARTICIPANTS ALLOWS the next
host school to modify portions of the competitions to
make it a better experience for the participants. How-
ever, the feedback may or may not apply to the next
host school. Each college has its own unique implemen-
tation challenges including budget, space, resources,
turnover, and student participation.

The Skyway budget covers food, marketing, juror
payment, rentals, and so on, to host the event. Some

Participants have

opportunities to express their

thoughts on the competition/

festival day, what they

learned, and offer suggestions

for improving the competition

and festival.

TABLE 2. Writers Student Learning Outcomes.

Please rate your level of agreement with the statements below
regarding your participation in the Skyway Conference Writers

Competition and Festival. “As a result of my participation in the
Skyway Writers Competition and Festival . . . ” 2014 2015 2016 2017

“ . . . I feel inspired and encouraged to continue my writing.” 60.7 70 81.25 63

“ . . . My confidence in my writing ability has increased.” 66.7 35 62.5 63

“ . . . I feel a stronger connection with my college.” 41.2 50 50 63

Note. Data are provided in percentage.
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colleges have limited space to host events like the
Art Competition because they do not have a gallery
space. In that case, the college builds a temporary
space for the art show. Some colleges will charge a
rental fee for tables and chairs above a normal setup.
For the STEM competition, this can be costly as
many tables are needed for poster displays and
meals.

The space configuration is different at each host
college. Some colleges have a conference center space
and others have access to
a student street area. For
jazz, it is required to have
a large venue for the per-
formance, smaller venue
for the clinic, and a meal
location. In addition,
some colleges prefer to
host breakout sessions
and will need classroom
space. For some hosts,
this could be difficult to
do in one building and
may incur additional
costs.

Turnover can also
be an implementation
challenge. For Skyway colleges, the CCD is often
housed in student life/activities where Sarah Mar-
shall and colleagues state that “50-60% of student
affairs professionals leave the field within first five
years.” To combat the loss of information, event and
policy information is located in an electronic shared
folder.

One last implementation challenge is from the
student participants. The students at community
colleges change from semester to semester and year
to year as they complete their program or transfer.
There are years that the students are very active in
specific co-curricular competitions, yet in other

years, it is difficult to get them engaged and
interested.

Adapt to Multiple Contexts
TO COORDINATE ACROSS EIGHT colleges is a large
undertaking and provides challenges; however, the
opportunity to engage with students, faculty, and col-
leagues also brings benefits. Potential challenges
include student participation, faculty engagement,

event support, and com-
munication across and
between colleges. The
benefits include student
engagement, built-in
support network of col-
leagues, relationship
building across func-
tional areas, value added
to the collegiate experi-
ence, and the ability to
engage with community
partners. Institutions
may want to consider
the following if looking
to implement a similar
program:

� What event(s) already exists at your college
that could be expanded to do something like
this?

� What events on your campus are similar to
these?

� What are the benefits of having something like
this on campus?

� Who are key stakeholders?

� What are the steps involved and a realistic
timeline?

To coordinate across eight

colleges is a large undertaking

and provides challenges;

however, the opportunity to

engage with students, faculty

and colleagues also brings

benefits.

TABLE 3. Institutional Data.

AY15-AY18 Control group Co-curricular
N 145 145

Average cumulative credits completed (end of AY) 33.4 42.3

Average credits completed 12.5 15.9

Average cumulative GPA (end of AY) 3.05 3.27

Percent earned degree or certificate 20 27

Percent enrolled at 4 years 17 27

Fall to Spring retention (percent) 72 82

Fall to Fall retention (percent) 52 48
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� What space is available on your campus to
implement?

� How many colleges are within 100 miles of your
college?

Conclusion
RESEARCH STUDIES BY Alexander Astin and George
Kuh have supported the view that out-of-classroom
experiences contribute to student development and
learning, persistence to graduation, and enhance lead-
ership skills important for success in the workforce.
Out-of-class experiences are opportunities to apply
knowledge gained in the classroom through skill devel-
opment. George Kuh believes these outside activities
may be the place where knowledge is tested and reor-
ganized to be used in a meaningful way. The
co-curricular competitions provides a good blending of
utilizing the skills developed in the classroom and test-
ing these competencies against peers both at their insti-
tution and across the eight colleges. With the addition
of the assessment plan and learning outcomes for the
co-curricular events, the data have supported the
notion that students do find value in these activities.
Through participation, students are able to identify

new techniques for a particular discipline that was a
result of their participation in Skyway activities.
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