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Status of Higher Education Research Paper: Future Needs for Research
Introduction

Higher Education in America has significantly changed since the establishment of
Harvard in 1636. The types of institutions have evolved, as well as the teaching
methods, administrative practices, and student demographics. Despite these changes,
much of the existing body of research on undergraduate students has considered
traditional-aged, Caucasian students, from middle or upper-middle class homes, who
lived on campus, and did not work or have other family responsibilities (Pascarella,
2006). These antiquated demographics and student characteristics no longer define or
describe most students who attend institutions of higher education today, nor do these
studies consider the vast changes in higher education since these studies were
originally conducted. Therefore, original research and theories must be replicated or
revised to appropriately reflect the evolution that has occurred in the American higher
education system.

The current needs for higher education research are vast and vary greatly
depending on how needs are defined, by whom, and when. Pascarella (2006) identified
ten directions for future research in his article entitled, “How College Affects Students:
Ten Directions for Future Research.” In a separate article, Bensimon, et al. (2004)
suggested that future studies in higher education be of greater relevance to policy
makers and practitioners. For the purpose of this paper, we have chosen to focus on
three areas that are both relevant and of relation to the directions Pascarella identified.
We believe future research in higher education should focus on (a) changing student

demographics, (b) community college students and institutions, and (c) technology.
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Changing Student Demographics

The demographics of college attendees have changed dramatically since the
inception of higher education in the U.S. Once a privilege for upper society in
preparation for service as a member of the clergy, today a college degree is necessary
for almost any moderate- to high-paying job in America. The evolution of higher
education has been reflective of changes in the demographics of the U.S. and once
again, administrators at higher education institutions are experiencing significant shifts
within the students they serve. The warning given by Pascarella and Terenzini in 2005
that their agendas could no longer assume the “traditional’ model of the undergraduate
student is still very prevalent today. Presently, there are increases in minorities, older
students, and part-time students attending college. For example, between 1995 and
2006, the number of students over the age of 25 grew 13% and in 1997, minorities
accounted for 32% of the college-going population, an increase of 15% in 1976 (U.S.
Department of Education & National Center for Education Statistics, 2009).
Experiencing some of the most substantial growth on college campuses is the Hispanic
student population and resurgence of veteran and active military students.
Hispanic Population

The U.S. Census Bureau (2004) has predicted the Hispanic population in the
U.S. will represent 17.8% of the total population and 22% of the college-aged population
by the year 2020. While growth of this population in college has increased immensely,
educational attainment within the Hispanic population has not kept pace. Of those
Hispanic students who pursue a college degree, most will begin their experience at a

community college because it is often seen as the first step to obtaining a bachelor’s
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degree (Crisp & Nora, 2009). Furthermore, while most will express the intent to transfer
to a four-year institution (Holachlander et al., 2003), less than 25% of them actually do
(Fry, 2004).

In addition to the challenges associated with getting students in and out of
college, many Hispanics are entering college underprepared. Hoyt (1999) found that
roughly 21% of Hispanics at the community college level were enrolled in at least one
developmental college course and 11% were enrolled in at least three. Additionally, the
Hispanic college population has the lowest six-year graduation rate in America. Only
51% of the college-going Hispanic population obtains a bachelor’s degree in six years,
compared to 59% of Caucasian students. This difference exists even when all levels of
admission selectivity are considered (Kelly, et al., 2010).

President Obama has also recognized the importance of this population of
students. In an effort for the U.S. to recoup its world standing as having the most adults
with a college degree, he recently established an expectation to not only increase the
number of Hispanic students going to college, but also the number of Hispanic
graduates. According to Rising to the Challenge (Kelly, Schneider, & Carey, 2010), a
project of the American Enterprise Institute, this new expectation should be considered
a national priority.

The situation and challenges described above are hindering the collegiate
success of the Hispanic population and represent areas where further research is
needed to understand how to better prepare this population for higher education and
what types of institutional assistance can better facilitate their success in college. When

considering diverse populations, campus administrators often turn to identity
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development theories to understand the experiences of students. While this is valuable,
few theories guiding higher education practices have considered the various ethnic
populations on campus, specifically the Hispanic population. Those that have often lack
clarity about how ethnicity actually influences completion rates (Lascher, 2004).
Additionally, while many studies have considered various environmental factors
surrounding this student population, namely familial influences (Perez & McDonough,
2008; Torres, 2004) or college decision and selection (Haynes, 2009), the statistics
above illustrate the limitations of current research as the persistence and graduate rates
for the Hispanic population are not where institutions, and President Obama, want them
to be. As the percentage of Hispanic students is expected to grow on campuses, it is
imperative for new research studies to look at specific interventions to understand if
they influence persistence and success for this population. Furthermore, past and
future research studies should be replicated to consider various factors, such as
institutional type, size, and location so that the effects of these characteristics are fully
understood within the context of the Hispanic college student. Failure to examine these
issues could ultimately not only impact the financial stability of institutions but also the
economic and social development of the U.S.

For example, Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) found that as the amount of
postsecondary education increases, participation in jobs also increases and
unemployment decreases. Additionally, the College Board (2006) found the median
earnings of college graduates, compared to high school graduates, have grown
significantly over the last 30 years. For instance, in 2005, females with a college degree

earned 70% more than females with only a high school diploma; the gap was 63% for
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males. These statistics illustrate the importance of a college education on the U.S.
economy; the more spending power an individual has, the more opportunities for money
to be circulated into the U.S. economy through personal spending and taxes. Clearly,
as the Hispanic population becomes a larger percentage of the U.S. population,
ensuring as many Hispanic students as possible receive a college degree becomes
increasingly important in order to sustain and enhance economic development in the
U.S.

Veterans

Similar to the growth in the number of Hispanics entering college, institutions are
seeing exponential growth in the number of veterans entering college. As a product of
the enactment of the Post-9/11 Veterans Educational Assistance Act of 2008 (Post-9/11
Gl Bill), this current growth is similar to that witnessed after the signing of the
Serviceman’s Readjustment Act of 1944. This new Gl Bill offers financial support for
educational expenses to nearly two million service men and women who are actively
serving or have served in the military since September 11, 2001. In 2008, veterans
represented 4% of all undergraduates in higher education (Radford & Wun, 2009). This
percentage is expected to grow significantly in upcoming years as more U.S. troops
return home from war.

Also similar to the Hispanic population, a majority of veterans prefer the settings
of community colleges or for-profit institutions because they feel these institutions better
cater to their particular needs (Sewall, 2010). Rationale for this includes costs,
convenience, geography, and better support systems, as well as the acceptance of

military credit (American Council on Education, 2008; Sewall, 2010).
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Compared to other populations of students on college campuses, the transition
for veterans is considerably different. The American Council on Education (2009)
described a veteran’s transition as, “[they] are not just adjusting to the transition from
military to civilian life; they also are making a transition to college life, one that proves
challenging for many students” (p.30). While research does exist on this population, it
has generally focused on the impact of federal assistance programs for veterans and
academic achievements rather than individual-level transitions, such as deployment and
reenrollment (Rumann & Hamrick, 2010).

By focusing future research efforts on the experiences of veterans, appropriate
interventions that facilitate successful transitions can be developed by campus
administrators. This includes the provision of additional support services available to
veteran students upon admittance and increased opportunities for four-year institutions
to recruit these students from the beginning of their college experience. Although the
cost and geographic region of an institution can be considered constant, administrators
at four-year institutions can improve the veteran perception of support systems and
convenience with the appropriate information. Additionally, research should explore the
appropriateness of developmental theories for this college-going population. Given the
experiences of these students prior to college, or even during their college experience,
many may progress or digress along development models in ways faculty and
administrators do not understand. The implications of future research in this area could
be significant.

An additional area of future research that could be warranted is within the

subpopulations of veterans. While the term “veteran” is widely used on college
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campuses and in research to describe both students who have served in the military
and are still serving, demographic differences exist between these populations. For
example, in contrasting veterans to military students currently serving, military students
tend to be younger (75% are 39 years of age and younger), have a greater percentage
that are non-Caucasian, and include more females (U.S. Census Bureau, 2009).
Focusing future research efforts on these subpopulations of veterans may provide
greater perspective on this important group of students. Similar to the Hispanic student
population, these studies should be initiated and replicated across institutional type,
size, and location to ensure a well-rounded perspective is available.
Future Directions

With both of these populations of students, Hispanics and veterans, there is an
overarching need to better understand the particular intricacies that guide their
development and decision making processes, along with their unique needs. Without
this knowledge, administrators cannot effectively assist in their collegiate success and
improve their own institutional outcomes. Current population and institutional growth
patterns enhance the pressures and urgency on researchers because institutions
cannot afford, literally, to lack an in-depth understanding of the college life cycle for
these students.

Community Colleges

A common trend among the populations discussed above was the desire to
attend a community college to further their education. Community colleges serve a
critical role in higher education in the U.S., but they are relatively young compared to

four-year institutions. In the last few years, The Chronicle of Higher Education and
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other publications have published numerous articles addressing the role these
institutions play in the U.S. Adding to the press surrounding community colleges,
President Obama was instrumental in putting these institutions in the spotlight through a
number of initiatives, such as the development of the first White House Summit on
Community Colleges. The Summit brought together community college representatives
(leaders, faculty, and students), business leaders, philanthropic leaders, and federal
and state policy leaders to discuss the roles community colleges play in educating our
future workforce, providing job training, and meeting the President’s aforementioned
goal to “lead the world with the highest proportion of college graduates by 2020,” (White
House Summit on Community Colleges, n.d.).

The value of community colleges is gaining support and recognition in other
areas as well. Key philanthropists, foundations, and business people, such as Bill and
Melinda Gates and the Lumina Foundation, have demonstrated their own feelings
regarding the invaluable role community colleges play in higher education by making
new commitments to give millions of dollars through grants, investments, and awards to
fund new national efforts in support to President Obama’s leadership and
acknowledgment of the critical role community colleges will play, and will continue to
play, in educating the American workforce (Building American Skills by Strengthening
Community Colleges, n.d.). With newfound attention on the community college system
and an emphasis on college graduates, it is extremely important that community
colleges be on the agenda for future research in higher education.

Among the list of future research trends Pascarella identified in 2006, one was to

“extend and expand inquiry on previously ignored students and institutions” (p. 513).
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Research on community college students and institutions is one particular area in
critical need of extended and expanded inquiry. Key student issues such as student
access, engagement, retention, and completion have been researched on multiple
occasions in various ways at four-year institutions, but have not included community
colleges (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). As a result, research conducted on community
college students and institutions is limited and needs to be expanded.
Community Colleges Today

Community colleges have come a long way in a short time since the first public
community college, Joliet College in lllinois, was founded in 1901, almost 300 years
after the establishment of Harvard. Community colleges experienced their greatest
growth when two-year colleges were opening weekly in the mid-1960s, for a total of 457
new colleges by the decade’s end (Vaughn, 2000). Today, community colleges are the
gateway to higher education for more than 50% of first-time college students and serve
a more diverse student body than those attending four-year institutions (Townsend,
Donaldson, & McClenney, 2005). The American Association of Community Colleges
(AACC) website touts that there are 1,166 community colleges in the country, and if the
branch campuses are included, the number increases to approximately 1,600 (2010).
According to Vaughn (2000), the community college mission is to “provide access to
postsecondary education programs and services that lead to stronger, more vital
communities.” Community colleges serve the communities in which they are located by
providing open-access admissions policies and equity through a number of support
services to ensure that every student has the opportunity to succeed academically

(Vaughn, 2000).
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Community colleges serve the surrounding community and have complex
missions that have evolved from the days of junior colleges. Many of the community
colleges today offer remedial classes, job training, certificates, degrees, continuing
education, and the possibility of transferring to a four-year institution. Community
colleges are woven into the fabric of the community they serve through the programs
they provide while maintaining critical business and community partnerships. Eduardo
M. Ochoa, Assistant Secretary for Postsecondary Education, said recently “they have to
be all things to all people” (Epstein, 2010).

Understanding the Community College Mission

A historical example of the importance of understanding the role of community
colleges was highlighted by a controversial study published in 1992. In this study,
researchers from Harvard University and the University of Chicago concluded that
states should direct students to four-year institutions rather than community colleges
because students at a four-year institution are more likely to obtain a bachelor’'s degree
than those who start at a community college. This research was criticized by another
educational researcher because “the findings were flawed by a ‘hidden assumption’ that
the purpose of community colleges was to send students on to the bachelor’'s degree”
(Jacobson, 1992). The lack of a widely-understood mission of community colleges can
complicate the generalizability of research findings.

Research in Core Higher Education Journals

Silverman (1987) conducted an extensive review of eight “core” higher education

journals and over 1,100 articles to find that some areas, such as community colleges,

were “relative[ly] silent.” Some journals focus specifically on community colleges, but
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typically only those individuals who work at or research community colleges frequent
those types of journals. Researchers and educators who do not specialize in
community colleges are typically not exposed to this segment of higher education;
consequently they may not consider the implications or greater influence that research
on community colleges can yield.

Townsend, Donaldson, and Wilson (2005) researched five major higher
education journals published during 1990-2003, including The Journal of Higher
Education, Research in Higher Education, The Review of Higher Education, The
Journal of College Student Development, and the NASPA Journal, and found there was
“extremely limited visibility of community colleges with use of community colleges as
research sites.” Journals provide a venue for sharing empirical studies and rich
information that guide and enhance the field of higher education, yet there is a
compelling trend that discussion of this important sub-section of the field, community
colleges, is almost non-existent in the core higher education journals.

An Example of Current Research

Greene, Marti, and McClenney (2008) conducted research on student
engagement and academic achievement on community college African-American and
Hispanic students. Their study discussed the fact that there is a plethora of research on
the positive impact of student engagement on academic outcomes, but there is little
research that focuses on student engagement at community colleges, especially when
considering minority student achievement and persistence (Pascarella, 1997;
Townsend, Donaldson, & Wilson, 2005). It also highlighted the importance of continued

research on community college students, and, in particular, diverse student sub-
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populations and the implications for educational attainment that can be discovered by
educational leaders.
Future Directions

Community colleges are a valuable and imperative component of higher
education that has not been researched to the same length and depth as four-year
institutions. Researchers need to adapt and replicate past studies to include this
important element of higher education that has been overlooked for far too long.
Furthermore, researchers need to find ways to research community college students
and institutions that take into account the mission of the community college and are not
colored by the paradigms of a traditional four-year institution. To communicate the
importance to the entire higher education community, the results must be published in
one of the main higher education research journals, such as Research in Higher
Education or the Journal of Higher Education, and not only the community college
journals.

Community colleges represent a significant piece of the higher education
landscape in the U.S. With enrollments growing, a complex missions, open admission
access, diverse populations, and national political support, the implications for the future
necessitate a greater community college research presence in the 21 century.

Technology

Similar to growth patterns in Hispanics, veterans, and community colleges, the
array and adoption levels of existing and emerging technologies in higher education in
the U.S. are rapidly expanding. Enrichment of the Internet, personal computers, and a

variety of other technological advances have the capacity to fundamentally transform
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not only the face of teaching and learning, but numerous other aspects of the college
experience. In the coming years, accrediting standards and state and federal agencies
could add pressures on institutions to implement technology-related changes both
inside and out of the classroom. Given how quickly new technologies arise, there are
significant implications for instruction, student interaction, postsecondary access,
budgetary matters, and a number of other areas in higher education. With research on
the impacts of communication and information technologies still in its formative stages,
future efforts should be dedicated to studying the outcomes and characteristics of
technology as it relates to higher education in the 21st century (Pascarella, 2006).
Obsolescence and Cost

According to Moore’s Law (1965), computing power is doubling every two years
as more transistors are being inexpensively placed onto integrated circuits.
Technologies are advancing so quickly in terms of sophistication and applicability that
unless they are enhanced, existing systems become obsolete and are replaced by
newer ones, which seem to emerge weekly. Since 1995, there has been a significant
increase in the amount of technology available within higher education institutions
across the U.S. In 1995, roughly 50% of schools had internet access and about only
one student out of 10 had a personal computer (Reiser, 2001). In 2000, e-mail was a
recent technological phenomenon and students used it extensively as a form of social
interaction, spending significant amounts of time checking, sending, writing and
responding to e-mail messages (Gatz, 2000). In 2010, Web 2.0 technologies such as
wikis, blogs, instant messages, and social networks have replaced e-mail as the

dominant communication media and have been influential in improving student
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connectivity. These technologies are now in use at a large number of higher education
institutions and, like most new technologies, are expected to decline in use over the
next five years, when something new emerges. With technology expanding so rapidly,
with no signs of slowing down, and new applications constantly evolving, colleges and
universities cannot afford to make ill-informed decisions regarding technological
innovation and implementation.

One of the biggest challenges of technological advancement on college
campuses is cost, and, given the current economic state of retrenchment and rethinking
in higher education, instructors and administrators must determine if the potential long-
term savings outweigh the immediate expenses (Kim, 2006). Valid research on
technology could help administrators and faculty members carefully weigh the relative
advantages and disadvantages of technological adaptation and expansion while
avoiding the ever-present risk of obsolescence. In addition to enhancing connectivity,
technologies can save monetary resources by increasing organizational efficiency and
fostering partnerships with for-profit corporations. As more and more universities look
to the private sector for financial support and advancement, the quality of a university’s
technology will be a significant factor in attracting corporate decision makers. In effect,
technology will become a core differentiator in recruiting both students and corporate
partners. Well-established and timely technological research could be the answer to an
institution’s long-term viability and future financial success (Glenn, 2008).

Implications for Access and Instruction
Through technology, distance education has become an important long-term

strategy in higher education which has yielded a low-cost method of providing access to
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students who might otherwise be unable to pursue it. According to one study,
community colleges in the U.S. reported a 22% increase in distance education
enrollments in fall 2008 compared to fall 2007, while campus enroliments increased less
than 2% nationally (Instructional Technology Council, 2010). No longer do professors
and students need to be in the same location, at the same time, for learning to occur.
Increased accessibility, as called for by the Truman Commission, has become a reality,
but leads to the question of where online learning is headed. The rapidly growing
interest in distance education highlights the importance of future technological research
as campuses must explore the pedagogical issues of online learning.

Existing evidence suggests that the learning and cognitive benefits of information
technology may not accrue equally in all students, which could potentially impact
institutional outcomes in negative ways. It is widely accepted that students learn in
different ways and appealing to a student’s preferred learning style can increase both
their learning efficiency and retention (Pascarella, 1998). Teaching faculty should have
a strong understanding of how instructional technologies relate to learning style
preference in order to maximize the potential for student learning and effectively
incorporate emerging technologies into instructional pedagogy (Rogers, 2000; Saeed,
20009).

Before instructors can better understand how to incorporate various e-learning
styles in the classroom, they must be well-vested in how to use technology in a
systematic or curricular way and willing to change the way they teach (Keengwe, 2009).
Currently, there is general resistance to the adoption and integration of instructional

technology on behalf of faculty. Research on effective faculty training, support, and
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development opportunities related to instructional technologies would greatly benefit
colleges and universities. A critical component of such research includes how
institutional policies and practices can effectively encourage faculty to adopt new
technologies, as well as what it takes to adequately train them and what support
structures or services are important for keeping them up to date on new developments.
Implications for Student Development

Technology dramatically changes the way college students interact and
communicate with the world. The Web is transforming into a fully interactive space and
the control of content has been decentralized to allow every person to collaborate,
create, publish, subscribe, and share information (Anderson, 2008). Peer-to-peer and
faculty and staff connections have long been considered a key to collegiate success
with important impacts on student personal and intellectual growth (Rogers, 2000).
Long standing models of college student development such as Tinto’s (1993) concept of
social integration in relation to student departure and Astin’s (1984) theory of
involvement are based on studies utilizing students and faculty found on traditional
campuses. Although the impacts of student-student and student-faculty interactions are
well-established, the influences of students’ social networks and interpersonal
experiences as derivatives of technological innovation present possibilities for much
needed extension and replication of the existing body of knowledge. Administrators
within higher education need to update their notions of student development in light of

the ever-changing technological environment.
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Future Directions

In some aspects, current educational technologies match the characteristics and
profiles of millennial learners. Today’s traditional-age college student is characterized
by (a) enjoying collaboration and working in teams, (b) having capacities for multi-
tasking, (c) being intuitive visual communicators, (d) having the ability to shift their
attention easily from one media to another, (e) demonstrating strong visual-spacial
skills, (f) working at a rapid pace, (g) expecting fast response time, or turnaround, and,
(h) in contrast to most faculty, being at ease with new technologies (Beyers, 2009;
Glenn et al., 2008). Collaborative learning technologies, social networks, the Web, and
online instructional media have proved successful in part due to their natural fit with
millennial student interests. However, the era of millennial students will soon be coming
to an end in colleges and universities. Campus administrators need to start investing in
research surrounding future technologies today. Innovations such as educational
gaming, simulation environments, three-dimensional computing, advanced
communications between humans and machines, tablet applications, smartphones, e-
books, and the shifting of content production to users could have profound impacts on
the future of post-secondary education (Anderson, 2008; Kim, 2006). Social networking
and distance learning may be the technologies of millennial students in the present, but
the future is uncertain. Learning how emerging technologies align with the
characteristics of the upcoming generation of college students could help higher
education position itself for a promising future.

Technology has given rise to a generation of students who have never known life

without a computer, and through technology, the very nature of campus life in higher
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education has changed. Institutional access, instruction, interaction, and effectiveness
have all been influenced by technological innovation and many foundational student
development theories fail to consider how students use technology to interact and learn
(Glenn et al., 2008). Although obsolescence is a concern and technology by its very
nature is in a constant state of fluctuation, future research agendas in higher education
must be open to studying the impacts of technology on both students and institutions in
order to develop strong practices for educating students in the 21 century.
Conclusion

Higher education in the U.S. has, and will continue to evolve in numerous ways.
No one could have anticipated the profound changes that have been realized in terms in
student characteristics, institutional type and mission, and methods of access and
instruction. Yet, moving forward, there are some clear themes that ring with importance
as areas of future research.

The demographics of students attending colleges and universities will continue to
change. Currently, growth is substantial for the Hispanic student population, as well as
veterans and military serving students. Failure to create a research agenda focused on
these important populations could greatly impact administrators’ abilities to successfully
help these students transition into the collegiate environment and lead them through the
educational process to graduation. Institutions could be impacted in a multitude of
negative ways if a more in-depth understanding of these populations is not soon
realized.

Community colleges play a significant role in the American higher education

system and it is critical that research on this important venue be conducted in the future.
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There is a gap in the higher education literature on community colleges, especially in
the core higher education journals. Until broader, accurate research is conducted, and
past research is replicated on community college students and institutions, there will be
a considerable void in the higher education research landscape.

Technological innovation is continually changing the face of higher education in a
number of ways, such as providing wider access to potential students and instructional
flexibility to accommodate varying learning styles. Yet, empirical evidence to support or
refute the effectiveness of technologies and guidance on how institutions should use
such tools is lacking. With colleges and universities rapidly embracing the
transformational opportunities afforded by technology and the constant risk of
obsolescence, it is imperative that scholarly research be focused on these technology-
related topics in the future.

Future research in higher education should help refine or replicate what is
currently known about students and institutions as well as be relevant to the present
state of affairs. By studying changing student demographics, community colleges, and
technology, knowledge regarding fundamental higher education theories and concepts
will be further developed and enhanced. Furthermore, researchers will demonstrate to
policy makers, accrediting agencies, and the general public that colleges and

universities operate in the present and have the well-being of the entire nation at heart.
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