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Like many colleges, the Community College of Philadelphia (CCP) spent the last decade launching myriad 

services and technologies aimed at supporting student success. Though individually efficient, as a whole 

these supports were disjointed and confusing. Today, however, the college’s disparate resources are 

woven together into a single technology portal supported by clear lines of personal engagement, 

providing students with sustained, personal, and integrated support. 

CCP’s shift towards integrated student support is particularly instructive because over time, the college 

moved from a technology focus to a carefully constructed multi-faceted reform. Planning for and 

creating structural, attitudinal, and process change (Karp, Kalamkarian, Klempin, & Fletcher, 20161) 

enabled CCP leaders to transform the student experience on their campus. Moreover, CCP is like many 

colleges in facing external pressures that make change difficult—a new president, a warning from its 

accreditor, newly-declining enrollments, flat state funding, and a unionized faculty and staff.  

Despite these fiscal and organizational uncertainties, today at CCP 75% of incoming students have an 

assigned full-time professional advisor. These newly-hired professionals provide students with a single-

point-of-contact who can help them create program plans, share just-in-time progress alerts, and 

provide referrals to additional services. These advisors also interact with faculty on a regular basis, 

enabling them to provide students with accurate, timely, consistent, and labor-market-relevant 

information. In the words of one stakeholder, the college “has broken down silos and created deeper 

relationships between the academic and student affairs sides of the college,” all to the benefit of 

students. 

In addition, the college’s disparate technology tools are intuitively connected; all advisor appointment 

scheduling, alerts, service sign-ins, LMS access, program planning, and advisor case notes are now 

accessible via a single icon and sign-in. Students can also access registration, payment, email, and LMS 

functionalities via a new mobile app. The college uses predictive analytic tools to help target outreach—

thereby combining technology and in-person engagement in an efficient, holistic manner. 

The remainder of this case study lays out the types structural, attitudinal, and process changes that 

occurred at CCP, as well as some approaches the college took to ensure those changes happened. Note 

that changes in all three of these areas occurred simultaneously, and in ways that were mutually 

reinforcing. For example, structural changes to the college’s organizational chart helped stakeholders 

understand the seriousness with which the college took its reform efforts, encouraging attitudinal 

change. Still, presenting CCP’s efforts within CCRC’s framework provides a clear sense of the multi-

faceted approach necessary to transform an institution.   

                                                           
1 https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/media/k2/attachments/how-colleges-use-ipass-transform-student-support.pdf  

https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/media/k2/attachments/how-colleges-use-ipass-transform-student-support.pdf
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CCRC (2016) describes structural change as changes touching the underlying organization of a college, 

such as policies, roles, reporting lines, and physical space organization. Integrated student support 

redesign often requires multiple types of structural change because it involves changes to technology as 

well as changes to “people structure” and can include redesign of the physical layout of supports. 

From an IT perspective, CCP restructured its technology offerings, creating a single-sign on so that 

stakeholders are able to access all technology tools in a simple, easy-to-find fashion with the goal of 

boosting usage of all of their systems. To do this, they created a clear operational plan and structure to 

ensure adherence to the plan. More importantly, however, was the college’s willingness to shift tactics 

mid-course. As they worked on redesigning their IT and advising capacity, college personnel realized that 

having so many products was counterproductive. (At one point, the college planned to engage up to 

seven vendors.) They decided to terminate contracts with some vendors and shift activity to a smaller 

set of products, enabling a more streamlined technology platform, consistent set of services for end-

users, and clearer alignment between their needs’ and available technologies.  

CCP also engaged in a robust set of policy reforms, all targeted at creating an environment where 

behavioral and attitudinal change could flourish. These reforms included mandatory advisor meetings at 

enrollment and prior to any course withdrawal; mandatory program plan development; redesigned 

First-Year Experience courses; assigning advisors to programs; and clearer program sequencing, among 

others. Such policy reforms created the space for advisors and students to meet, enabling new 

behaviors to occur. They also sent a strong message that integrated student support was an institutional 

priority, encouraging college personnel to shift their understanding of and attitudes towards providing 

non-academic support to students. 

To create these policy changes, working groups of faculty, staff, and administrators collaborated on 

suggested and final changes, as well as the types of actions that were expected to result from the 

changes. Key to these efforts were identifying the people who needed to be at the table—creating 

cross-functional working groups to craft policy changes that were organic and relevant to stakeholders, 

rather than “decreed from above.” 

CCP also reallocated funding to allow new staffing lines and more support for student services. Critically, 

these were not grant funds, but rather were carved out of the existing budget. To create momentum for 

such a budgetary shift, the college calculated the potential return on investment to retaining students. If 

resource allocation is a tangible indicator of priorities, such reallocation of funds towards student 

services redesign not only supported structural and process change, but also clearly indicated the 

college’s new attitudes towards and prioritization of student support.  

Finally, CCP made substantial changes to roles, responsibilities, and reporting lines. Most dramatically, 

they created a new full-time professional advisor position, and hired seven individuals to fill this role, 

each with their own caseload of new students, with the support of the budgetary structure described 

above. These advisors were charged with providing personalized and proactive advising, documenting 

student contacts and needs, communicating with faculty as necessary, referring students to academic 



  

P
ag

e3
 

support, and collaborating with faculty to ensure wrap-around support for all students. Advisors’ 

presence provides students with a single point of contact, ensuring that there are individuals on campus 

whose only job is to engage with faculty and students around issues of student success. The presence of 

these advisors also enabled the role of faculty advisor to be redefined, empowering faculty—many of 

whom are not trained in student support—to serve as academic and professional mentors.  

In addition, the college created a new administrative position and unit, merging academic and student 

affairs into a single unit under one vice president. The new unit was an organizational representation of 

the college’s goal to connect academic and non-academic support. It also provides channels for 

academic and student affairs professionals to connect across silos. One important mechanism for this 

communication was the development of a cross-divisional Student Success Team, led by the new Vice 

President of Academic and Student Success and comprised of faculty, staff, and administrators. The 

team meets regularly to share information, examine data, and identify next-step action areas. They then 

return to their respective divisions to share knowledge and serve as change agents, increasing 

motivation across the college to engage in transformative student services reform.  

CCRC (2016) notes that transformative reform requires shifts in the core beliefs and values held by 

individuals within an organization. In an advising context, such change may involve helping individuals 

throughout the college understand that “non-academic” support is a critical factor in student success, 

goes beyond enrollment, and is the responsibility of all members of the college community. At least 

three types of attitudinal change occurred at CCP.  

First, the college shifted its focus on technology-led reform to people-process redesign. Although 

changing advising structures was always part of the college’s plan, it took on greater centrality over 

time. Today, stakeholders view advising redesign as the crux of their work, with single-sign on as a 

critical but supporting piece. Second, college stakeholders shifted from viewing advising reform as a 

discrete initiative to understanding that it was one element of a larger goal—helping all students 

succeed. Third, stakeholders came to view communication and collaboration between academic and 

“non-academic” functions as important parts of their job, and something worth doing. Silos between 

academic and non-academic staff broke down as faculty and staff began working together to create a 

more educationally coherent and successful experience for students. 

These shifts occurred via multiple strategies. CCP’s involvement in the guided pathways movement 

enabled a reframing of advising redesign by putting the reform in context. The guided pathways lens 

forced CCP to realize that student services redesign is not about the technology itself, but about 

sustained interaction with students around academic and non-academic planning and support. 

Moreover, it enabled college staff to talk about student services redesign as a piece of a bigger whole. 

As college staff noted, the two reforms “support each other and are intricately related, especially with 

intentional advising and leveraging technology as two key parts of Guided Pathways.”  

College leaders also refocused their colleagues via centering the student experience when 

communicating about student services redesign. By sharing data and student stories during meetings, 
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they helped stakeholders see that the “core of the problem” was not the technology, or even just the 

advising structure, but rather a series of student-facing structures and processes that inhibited 

persistence and completion. Sharing data was particularly useful when working with stakeholders to 

understand how college structures inadvertently created equity and achievement gaps.  

College leaders took a snowball approach, through which they built momentum with key faculty and 

departmental leaders, who then communicated with their colleagues. Such an approach helped 

individuals at all level of the college come to see that CCP’s redesign approach was (a) supported at the 

highest levels and (b) was not an “initiative du jour.” Thus, over time the college culture continues to 

shift to conceptualizing integrated student support redesign as an overarching set of organizational 

changes.  

The structural reforms described earlier certainly supported and contributed to attitudinal change by 

providing better communication channels. But without college leaders’ relentless efforts to 

communicate why institutional transformation and cross-functional communication are important, 

shifts in viewpoints and norms could not have happened. Through the meetings, data sharing, and 

stakeholder cultivation described here, college leaders created urgency around the need to holistically 

support students, and “didn’t let staff off the hook.” 

Transformative change requires individuals to shift how they do their jobs and engage with students and 

colleagues (Karp, et al., 2016). Within an integrated student support approach, process or behavioral 

changes typically include new interaction with colleagues or shifting content of interactions, different 

types of advising sessions or engagements, and use of new advising technologies or features. As noted 

earlier, CCP’s structural changes enabled new forms of interaction between professional and faculty 

advisors.  

In addition, faculty, advisors, and staff began to use advising technologies more frequently. Usage 

includes recording case notes within the system, checking case notes prior to advising sessions, helping 

students to create program plans, and raising flags. Encouraging technology use is difficult, and the 

college acknowledges that usage remains inconsistent (although CCP has seen year-over-year usage 

increases of up to 20%). CCP leaders take a multi-pronged approach to encouraging increased 

technology usage. The Student Success Team reviewed data demonstrating that early alerts benefit 

students, and communicates these benefits to faculty in order to entice them to raise alerts. The college 

provides multiple trainings in multiple modalities. College personnel also revised trainings in response to 

feedback to improve efficacy. They have used faculty development days to expose faculty to technology, 

and created how-to videos as an alternative medium.  

CCP personnel’s increased technology usage supported other forms of behavioral change. Now that 

advisors are connected to specific academic programs and have access to case notes, they are able to 

provide program-focused advising rather than general support. The program focus allows professional 

advisors to tailor their questions to the specifics of their assigned program.  
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Advisors have shifted from a task-oriented to a developmental approach when working with students. 

They help students learn to use technology to create program plans and register for courses on their 

own, thereby freeing up time during advising appointments to discuss more complex issues, such as 

transfer and career planning. Much of this behavioral change has been supported by training and 

professional development.  

Supported by technology, new policies, and new professional roles, student services at CCP are more 

integrated, coherent, and personalized than they were two years ago. The college started with 

significant strengths, including a strong leadership team, established IT infrastructure, and a reform-

oriented culture. But like most colleges, it also faced external pressures.  

This case study makes clear that a combination of factors enabled CCP’s success. First, it not only had 

strong leaders in place, but had a flexible and multi-tiered leadership structure that enabled them to 

cultivate buy-in from across the college. It also—and perhaps more importantly—enabled them to 

identify pitfalls and pivot when necessary. The college’s culture supported honesty around challenges, 

willingness to ask for help, and ability to change direction when warranted. In other words, leaders had 

urgency and a plan for reform, but were not dogmatic about the approach.  

Second, college leadership made operational choices that enabled a multi-tiered and robust reform. 

Behaviors, policies, and attitudes were all attended to in CCP’s reform plans; leaders accounted for the 

fact that just one facet of change would be insufficient. Moreover, they committed resources—both 

fiscal and human—to ensuring that their robust plans could be seen through to fruition.  

Any transformation is a work in progress, without a clear end point. College leaders note that 

transformation is, at its core, uncomfortable, hard work: “You need to be comfortable with 

imperfection.” By embracing this imperfect process and codifying progress into policy and organizational 

changes that support improved advising behaviors even in absence of grant funding, CCP leaders have 

set the stage for further transformation.  

1. Identify 3-4 key actions or components of CCP’s efforts that you think were most crucial to their 

success. 

2. What policies were necessary (or do you think would have been necessary) to get to CCP’s goals 

for their redesign? 

3. What challenges do you think CCP might have experienced and what indications does the case 

study provide for how they overcame them? 

4. What similarities do you see between CCP’s story and your institution’s redesign efforts? 
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Although CCP has made substantial progress in its integrated student services transformation, the 

process was neither smooth nor easy. Below are some key challenges the college confronted during its 

reform journey, as well as strategies they used to overcome them.  

CCP began its transformation with a focus on technology—not just in terms of emphasis, but also in 

terms of the sheer number of platforms it planned to use. The plethora of products created technical 

challenges in terms of integration and back-end work. It also created workflow challenges as the college 

tried to create coherent relationships and processes with disparate vendors.  

Ultimately, CCP leaders decided to renegotiate their contracts with some vendors and terminate 

contracts with others. They consolidated technology functions, using services and products provided by 

a smaller number of companies. Doing so enabled them to focus on building relationships with a smaller 

number of consultants and provided coherence in product integration and use. Although this required 

changing contracts (and involved some delay in launching tools), it created other efficiencies and 

simplicities of messaging that were worth the additional time. 

CCP engaged in multiple changes simultaneously, launching guided pathways and integrated student 

services reform at the same time, all while adjusting to a new president and engaging in a strategic 

planning process. Communicating these disparate efforts in a coherent, easily-understandable way was 

difficult, especially because the reforms were not linear, were complex, and—if not understood—could 

lead to initiative fatigue among stakeholders.  

As noted, college leadership used multiple communication channels to continually reiterate the urgency 

and content of the reforms. They created a website and provided monthly updates, in addition to 

sharing information at meetings. Leaders were careful to share information in consistent ways so as not 

to give mixed messages to stakeholders. College leadership also, however, worked closely with faculty 

leaders in order to encourage reform-oriented discussion at the departmental level.  For example, 

faculty leaders conducted meetings with their peers to answer questions and collegially discuss the 

reforms. Faculty leaders also created a glossary of terms to support consistent understanding among 

their colleagues.  

With so many reforms happening simultaneously, measuring impact is difficult—both methodologically 

and logistically. Although measuring retention, for example, is important, it is hard to know if any 

change in a retention metric is due to integrating services or something else.  In addition, while CCP 

leaders acknowledge the need for clear data, their student-focused orientation drives them to include 

anecdote and student stories in any comprehensive evaluation approach. 

CCP did not start with a comprehensive evaluation plan, and is now back-mapping its performance 

measurement work. It is clear that the college needs to show that stakeholders’ efforts are making a 
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difference for students. College leaders are starting to think about the types of knowledge, skills, 

attitudes, and behaviors they expect to change as a direct result of the college’s new student support 

approach, and how to measure those things. They are also working to gather student stories to create a 

richer impact narrative. 

A critical component of CCP’s transformation was the creation of a full-time professional advisor role. To 

do so, the college needed to figure out the best way to structure this new advisor role, as well as how to 

refine current faculty’s advising responsibilities under their current contractual obligations. 

CCP patiently negotiated with the union to identify an appropriate role and structure for new advisors. 

That there was broad sentiment within the college that advising was in need of improvement, the 

college was able to generate buy-in to the approach. Advisors are tenure-track faculty and are housed in 

a new academic department. They are required to have a master’s degree in counseling, educational 

psychology, or a similar field. Contractually they work 35 hour weeks on a 12 month-schedule. Key to 

developing this new department was college leadership’s collaboration with union representatives and 

willingness to be patient while details were worked out.  

 


