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Introduction 
Norco College (NC) is a public, open-access, two-year community college located in 
Norco, California, and is one of three colleges within the historic Riverside Community 
College District (RCCD) and is a designated Hispanic Serving Institution (HSI).  
 
Norco College serves a diverse student 
population with Hispanic students 
representing 59% of the study, 26% of 
students identify as first-generation college 
students, and 25% are students over the age 
of 25. Of the NC student body, 54% are 
female, 45% are male, and 1% identify as 
non-binary. NC serves approximately 16,000 
students annually, which represents 7,000 full-
time equivalent students. For the 2018 cohort 
of full-time, first-time students, 33% graduated 
within three years. Low-income Pell Grant 
recipients make up 13% of students and 50% 
receive a tuition fee-waiver.  
 
Norco College implemented a holistic student support process based on Achieving the 
Dream’s Holistic Student Supports Redesign toolkit. Utilizing existing technology and 
personnel, a successful program was launched at-scale for all incoming students 
leading to customized support plans for each student and improved student services 
throughout the campus. 

Critical Issue 
Nearly 10 years ago Norco College took a deep dive into disaggregated student 
success data as part of their participation in a High Impact Practices Institute, 
sponsored by the Association of American and Universities. One of the critical student 
success metrics was the college’s four-year transfer rate. At that time, the Norco 
College 4-year transfer rate was 9.8% for the general student body, and 9.5% and 5.1% 
for Hispanic/Latinx students and African American/Black students respectively. The data 
created an urgent imperative that united the Norco College community in creating an 
institution-wide response to student success outcomes with a focus on transforming the 
student experience. This focused institutional effort was first called the Completion 
Initiative in 2015 and later became known as Guided Pathways in 2017 under the 
California Guided Pathways Project. The focus of the data and the data story was the 
idea of the “leaky funnel” and where we lose students before they successfully 
graduate and/or transfer. We understood that our work to strengthen student success 
at Norco College would start with transforming the student experience at the beginning 
of their journey where many students were lost before they even started.  
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Norco College adopted the Guided Pathways framework as a whole-college reform 
model for addressing barriers to student success and equity. According to Brock and 
Jenkins (2021), Guided Pathways research is clear that colleges should intentionally 
design the student experience to strengthen pathways to living wage careers by (1) 
organizing program development and improvement by field or ‘meta-major’, (2) 
helping all students explore interests, choose and plan, (3) providing students with an 
individualized program education plan by the end of their first-term, and (4) deploying 
case management advising by field of study.  
 
This whole-college reform necessitated that we not only understand where we were 
losing students at critical milestones that disrupted their ability to successfully navigate 
our system, but which students we were losing at those critical junctures. Completion by 
Design’s Loss Momentum Framework (Rassan) illustrates how student's progress along 

their educational path to completion. This framework informed our work to intentionally 
and specifically tailor resources and supports to student needs. Our student level data 
at Norco College demonstrated gaps in early milestones, Connection and Entry, which 
are early indicators of progress and completion. One startling data point was the 
number of students lost in the matriculation process. Students who intended to enroll at 
Norco were lost at varying points in the onboarding process. Ultimately, 40% of students 
were lost prior to first-term enrollment, another 31% were not successful in their courses in 
their first term, and of those students, only 29% re-enrolled for their second term. Our 
work to improve student completion and transfer needed to begin with redesigning our 
onboarding processes in connection and entry to remove early barriers to persistence.  

Solution 
In March 2021, Norco College implemented improvements to its new student 
enrollment experience as one element of a larger Guided Pathways transformation. 
Based largely on “Entering a Program: Helping Students Make Academic and Career 
Decisions” (Karp), the college identified several critical areas of improvement for the 
existing onboarding process. In particular, the former onboarding model did not 
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integrate with career counseling, include any formal student needs assessment, and 
lacked the resources to provide developmental advising. 

In response, the college reviewed research and studied best practices in the field and 
came across Achieving the Dream’s Holistic Student Supports Redesign toolkit 

(Achieving the Dream). This 
collection of guidance 
documents and survey 
instruments was compiled to 
guide institutions in 
redesigning student supports 
that are evidence-based, 
practitioner-tested, and 
aligned with the SSIPP 
framework (Strategic, 
Sustained, Integrated, 
Proactive, and 
Personalized). Most 
importantly, this resource 
was specifically designed to 

help institutions address equity gaps with a variety of underserved populations, 
including lower-income, first-generation, and historically underrepresented student 
groups. Achieving the Dream found that colleges see the greatest gains in equity 
outcomes when they promote a personalized experience in which all students:  

(1) are supported in achieving their goals through intentional and early 
development of academic, career, and financial plans,  

(2) have to tell their “story” only once and are not running from office to office to 
get answers,  

(3) are proactively connected with supports targeted to their individual needs so 
they enter the classroom best prepared to learn, and  

(4) feel confident that faculty, staff, and administrators are invested in their 
success. 

 

“SHIFT NAVIGATIONAL BURDENS FROM STUDENTS TO THE COLLEGE” 
~Phase Two Advisory 
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Norco College used the Holistic Student Supports Redesign toolkit to (1) assess existing 
data related to student needs, (2) evaluate the availability of support technology, and 
(3) consider new internal and external partnerships that would be beneficial toward 
holistically serving students. The resulting work was a multi-part survey instrument that 
was woven into key elements of the new student orientation. The survey focused on five 
critical areas of student development: (1) basic needs and wellness, (2) belongingness 
and connection, (3) student financial stability, (4) career decision-making, and (5) 
academic support. 

Norco College’s holistic student support process for incoming students is simple and 
effective. Students learn about services and programs as they view the orientation. At 
strategic moments, students answer survey questions related to those supports. At the 
end of the orientation, two things happen: (1) students are immediately sent a 
customized support email with next steps related to their needs and interests in 
particular services, and (2) points of contact in each program the students indicated 
interest in are notified of the new students and proactively reach out to ensure students 
get connected with desired services. Then, (3) our peer advisors call the students to 
follow up via call or email and check in to answer questions they may have.  

IMPLEMENTATION PROCESS 
1) All incoming students complete the new student orientation (required). 
2) Throughout the orientation, students pause at key points to respond to holistic 

student support questions in the context of the orientation topic. 
3) Survey results are downloaded the next day into MS Excel format and paired 

with student contact information from the Student Information System. 
4) Survey responses are reviewed by a staff member and a custom support  

e-mail is sent to the student based on their expressed needs within 24 hours. 
5) Separate e-mails are sent to points of contact in associated programs so the 

program can follow-up with the student directly. 
6) A Peer Advisor follows-up within the month via phone call / e-mail / text 

messaging to assess for additional unmet needs. 
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Resources 
The development and launch of the Holistic Student Support Survey leveraged existing 
personnel and technologies to transform the student experience in onboarding for all 
incoming, first-time college students. The intent of the survey instrument is to create a 
dialogue between new students and the institution, collect information about student 
needs, and respond to those needs in a proactive way to help students make informed 
decisions about their career and academic goals. With limited personnel and 
resources, the college redesigned business processes and practices using high-impact 
practices in Guided Pathways literature. The work began with a vision for improving the 
student experience through an examination of the student’s interaction with the 
institution.  We worked strategically to create coherence among the divisions and 
departments that touch the student experience in connection and entry through 
deployment of new policies, procedures, and business practices in onboarding. At 
Norco College, this was achieved by the following redeployment and expanded use of 
resources:  

• Redeployment of college staff formerly housed in placement center into 
renamed Engagement Center function. 

• Reframing of job duties of existing personnel to include holistic student support. 
• Expanded use of readily available, existing, and under-utilized technology 
• Committed to College leadership communication and coordination across 

divisions and departments.  
• Reduced programmatic costs in time and effort for staff in special 

funded/categorical programs in outreach and recruitment efforts. 
• Automation of this process is being developed using computer applications 

available to the college. 

Documented Outcomes 
Since initial implementation in March 2021, the college has collected over 7,700 surveys 
and used the data to improve a variety of services throughout the campus. Early 
performance indicators related to enrollment and persistence have been monitored by 
an external evaluator and indicate positive effects of this intervention.  

1. Institutional Change – As our knowledge of the student experience has 
increased, the college has responded institutionally through re-deployment and 
restructuring of personnel and services, as well as prioritized funding for new 
services in response to student need data. Staffing was redeployed from the 
previous Placement Testing Center, due to the elimination of basic skills courses, 
to newly launched Engagement Centers focused on holistic student supports. 
The previously siloed Career Center and Counseling Department were 
restructured to embed career developmental advising into Counseling and 
Advising practice through the newly launched Academic Counseling & Career 
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Development Center. Additionally, many of our special-funded programs and 
equity programs reduced time and effort in outreach and recruitment via the 
early connections to programs that the HSSS process facilitated. Lastly, the 
financial education data prompted the creation and establishment of the Norco 
College Financial Freedom program.  
 

2. Increased Capture Rates - Norco College teamed up with Claremont Evaluation 

Center to analyze the student data for all colleges in the district and report on 
how they did during their first year.  Norco College saw an 8% difference in 
capture rates in the students’ first year. To gain a better understanding of how 
certain populations groups were affected and identify any possible equity gaps, 
this data was also disaggregated. Student data was separated into 4 major 
racial groups and compared across the district.  All racial groups at Norco 
College saw significant capture rates when compared to our sister colleges. 

 

3. Increased Persistence Rates- Persistence Rates from fall to spring were also 
measured across the district. Norco College 
saw a 73.6% persistence rate from fall to 
spring while the other two colleges faired at 
7% to 15.5% below Norco College.  Even with 
the same enrollment processes, the same 
deadlines dates, and the same registration 
systems, Norco College saw a major 
difference in persistence between all 
students who completed the fall 2022 and 
enrolled in spring 2023.  
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4. More Units Completed in Year 1- When looking at the unit completion rate, 
overall, Norco College students 
completed a higher average 
percentage of units in Term 1 (8 - 15.5%) 
and in Term 2 (6.6 – 7.2%) when 
compared to other colleges lacking 
Holistic Student Supports. The Norco 
College Holistic Student Support Survey 
gathered critical information about 
each student’s individual needs and in 
turn provided the connections needed 
to these services.  Norco College 
students proved to be better equipped 
to navigate three of the main points 

(entry, connection & progress) that pose as major obstacles in a student’s 
journey.   

Lessons Learned 
Redesign begins with changes to processes, not the addition of resources. All the 
resources required to launch this project at-scale already existed at the college. The 
college leveraged its online orientation software, shared spreadsheets files, the student 
information system, and the current communication tools, such as email, texts, and 
phone calls, to initially launch HSSS with all incoming, first-time college students. Our 
transition to launch fully scaled for all students, including continuing students, is 
leveraging current automation features built into existing college software.  

Students need a comprehensive plan that links educational pathways to living wage 
careers. Student educational plans need to encompass tools for successfully navigating 
the pitfalls that disrupt student retention. Our restructuring business process and 
practices resulted in elevating student educational plans to include career 
developmental advising and planning, financial literacy planning, and academic 
programming and course taking patterns that prepare students for living wage careers. 
Overwhelmingly, HSSS student data confirms many of our students are undecided for 
their careers and academic programs, with less than 40% of students indicating they 
have decided on a career during the onboarding process. Additionally, Financial 
Education consistently ranks as the top high-need area for students, with over 70% of 
students indicating an interest in financial education. Early support and interventions in 
financial education and support, informed decision-making around living wage careers 
and the connection to academic programs is vital for students. Educational planning 
that solely consists of course-taking patterns does not sufficiently meet the needs of 
students who are undecided on their careers, struggling to finance their education, and 
concerned with supporting their families with living wage jobs.  
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Student needs should drive resource allocation and services. The numbers will always 
only tell part of the story. We must prioritize elevating student voice and responding to 
their needs when we do. Prior to the HSSS, much of our planning and resource 
allocation work was driven by disaggregated quantitative college student data. Well-
meaning college staff grappled with making meaning of the data without context or 
student voice. We used the numbers to build capacity in many of our special programs, 
but the HSSS data painted a much different picture of what our students need. What 
we learned about our students required us to shift priorities and resources to be 
responsive to student needs. As a result of the data the college supported the 
establishment of new programs and restructuring of existing services:  

1. Financial Freedom Program 
2. Basic Needs and Wellness Center 
3. Student Success Teams 
4. Peer Advising Program 
5. Merger of the Career Center and Counseling Department 

Institutional effectiveness is possible when the college can bring disconnected and 
siloed programs, departments, and divisions together to respond to critical issues as 
emphasized in Redesigning America’s Community Colleges (Bailey). The redesign of our 
onboarding process required participation across all college divisions and major 
departments to facilitate a transformation to the student onboarding experience. The 
Holistic Student Support Survey was used to centralize the student story in order for the 
college community to effectively respond to the students’ needs to remove barriers in 
connection and entry.  
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