
 
 

Executive Summary  
Aspen Feedback Report   
The Aspen Institute observed that “the College is deeply committed to meeting students where they are 
and moving them forward to greater opportunity.”  RTC’s “highly structured” technical programs 
possess “built-in clarity that . . . contributes to excellent completion rates.” They also commented that, 
“the depth of RTC’s attention to adult basic studies is especially notable given that many other colleges 
serve these students as somewhat of an afterthought. RTC sees these students as its future completers.” 
And, RTC “offers an array of academic supports for all students.”  
 
- With these foundational strengths, the report questioned if those “with the greatest academic needs” 

were best served with embedded general education instruction, and went on to push us to “do more 
to translate this dedication [to students] into higher aspirations. . . . with concentrated effort and goal-
centered planning.” 

- Aspen offered three recommendations to “continue [our] upward trajectory and embody consistent 
excellence on all fronts” (p. 1): 

1. Develop a clearer set of measurable goals for completion and transition outcomes [to aid where 
our “vision is not yet fully realized.”] 
- Toward this end, we all need to acknowledge that improvement is imperative and intrinsic to the 

logic of what we do. 
- This will also require a research capacity sufficient to the task and to have comprehensive 

planning. 

2.  Strengthen a culture of evidence—our consistent and even use of data to inform practice. 
- Asking questions and employing data on student outcomes and program costs is expected of all 

efforts. 

3. Assure students receive training they need for jobs with family sustaining wages—work with 
employers and labor market analyses (pp. 1-2). 

 

College Profile 
The figures used in the study are from the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) as a 
way of comparing all colleges nationwide. IPEDS cohorts only include first-time (no prior post-secondary 
education), full-time, degree-seeking students who started in the fall or summer quarter.  Because of 
that, it is a very narrow definition that doesn’t fit most of our students, and thus we have a low sample 
size, or “N,” of approximately 150 students each year. That said, they are RTC students and give a good 
starting place for analysis. 
 

Completion 
Our completion rates are very high!  Using IPEDS data for three-year graduation and transfer rates, 
Renton’s 66% was far ahead of other Aspen finalists (52%) and the national average (40%). These high 
successes are especially seen in certificate completions.  The Aspen reviewers see a need to improve our 
associate degree attainment and transfer outcomes and expressed a need for greater “urgency” toward 
these ends (pp. 3-5). 



- As you’ll see in the report, they suggest “a bold call from the new president, supported by the Board 
of Trustees, that it’s everyone’s business to make quantifiable improvement in student outcomes. 
The new president should lead the college in setting standards and expectations for student success 
outcomes, developing a plan to achieve them, and supporting and holding people accountable for 
meeting them” (p. 5).  

- Aspen also suggests exploring the effectiveness of “contextualized education and I-BEST” for students 
with “particularly weak academic skills” and to consider alternative, “accelerated mathematics and 
English models” (p. 6). 

 

Labor Market Outcomes  
Aspen observes that we “run technical programs that are relevant and carefully aligned with labor 
market opportunities in the region.” However, “program improvements rely nearly completely on 
professors’ strong relationships with employers,” and the College “could do more on a systematic basis 
to . . . assess the programs and curriculum offerings,” again through a “systemic . . . planning process (p. 
8). 
 

Learning  
Aspen writes that “instructors seem largely left to themselves to decide whether and how to monitor 
what students are learning; the college lacks a comprehensive learning outcomes assessment system.” 
They suggest that the College more intentionally “define the qualities that enable student success and 
then hire for them” (p. 10).  Another area to explore is “a more systematic approach to establishing 
meaningful and measurable college-wide student learning outcomes” (p. 10). Continued improvement 
of student learning should consider “a formal, pedagogy-based course for training new [and continuing] 
faculty” (p. 11). 
 

Equity 
The numbers/percentages for underrepresented minorities (URM) are a bit confusing because at RTC we 
track all students of color while Aspen uses a URM definition of African-American, Hispanic, and Native 
American (notably, not Asian).  Hence, Aspen is using a figure of 22% URM students which is significantly 
lower than our own demographic profile.  That said, what stands out in the IPEDS cohort numbers is the 
essential equivalency of three-year graduation and transfer rates of 66% for whites and 65% for URMs 
(p. 12).  This is exceptional and prompts us to dig into the data to see if this holds true or is variable in 
our larger cohorts. Institutional Research’s initial work with larger internal cohort completion rates 
reveals more obvious equity gaps. Also of note, Aspen recognizes a higher-than-typical transition rate of 
12% from basic studies (ABE/GED and ESL) into college-level coursework (p. 12). While higher than in 
other colleges, clearly we would like to see this rise significantly. 
 

Now What? 
We have much in place to accomplish these ends and I am confident that we will collectively continue 
our work to fully realize our vision for student success. Aspen’s call for leadership to make student 
success everybody’s business echoes the Board of Trustees’ expectations in hiring me.  I took the 
position in large part because the desire for student success has been deeply engrained in the RTC 
culture and people.  But our successes are fragile and need constant attention and development.  We 
espouse lifelong learning for our students and we all need to model that as we strive to learn how to 
better fulfill our mission.  
 


