CWC Strategy 2.1: Accelerated Start-Up Institute Program

The Accelerated Delivery Model:  

Community colleges’ primary mission is to provide access to higher education to the communities they serve, providing the students that enroll in them with the skills and knowledge necessary to succeed in industries within the community as well as preparing them to transfer to four-year institutions.  Not all students, however, need the entirety of the skillsets inherent to an Associate of Arts (A.A.) or Associate of Science (A.S.) degree, or develop the need or desire to pursue baccalaureate programs; rather, they need the immediate skills necessary to either enter into gainful employment or advance to supervisory positions within their current career.  The Associate of Applied Science (A.A.S.) programs are designed to educate students with the critical skills necessary to succeed in their chosen profession.

Critics of the community college mission, however, often cite the low retention, completion, and transfer rates of students enrolled in community colleges.  Research into the topic indicates that the reason for the low retention and completion numbers is, in part, due to the population that community colleges are designed to serve – namely, individuals from lower socioeconomic backgrounds who come from families in which education was not stressed, or cannot afford the tuition prices of four-year institutions.  These individuals are frequently unprepared for the rigors of higher education, or have conflicting responsibilities outside of college that negatively impact the completion of the degree.  These conflicts often result in a “cooling out” of students as they find the length of the programs they are enrolled in and the availability of courses that work with their schedule too difficult or time consuming to manage, resulting in a discontinuation of their education.

Research suggests, however, that a high level of engagement frequently leads to successful completion of degrees, as well as a “heating up” of students who then want to pursue baccalaureate degrees.  Redesigning current delivery models to capitalize on the initial interest leading to enrollment by maintaining high levels of engagement while accommodating non-academic life, therefore, may result in reversing the trend of low retention and completion. 

The accelerated delivery model being tested at Central Wyoming College (CWC) focuses primarily on one program – the Start-Up Institute – as a certificate designed to convey critical aspects of entrepreneurship in the shortest time possible.  Classes within the program have compressed coursework through extended classroom hours, and employs networking with industry specialists and peers for mentoring.  Preliminary results from this delivery model have been encouraging.

The Start-Up Institute has a similar growth potential for the same areas served by the Innovation Institute. The idea of the Start-Up Institute is to follow the credential program within the Entrepreneurship Program in an accelerated format that will help participants interested in starting viable businesses within the community reach their goals, in turn providing job opportunities to the community at large. This is a ten week full time program with ten weeks of consulting after the initial coursework is completed.

With the creation of the credit Entrepreneurship Program, Central Wyoming College hopes to give a format for others to use in order to replicate similar projects in other communities. The process of accrediting a program through the Community College Commission ensures that all courses will follow the same course outline throughout the state. Upon Commission approval, courses are assigned numbers that are consistent throughout every college in the Wyoming system. Course outlines have to be followed and set objectives for each course must be met in order for other institutions to offer these courses.

Development Background:

[bookmark: _GoBack]CWC has offered three accelerated programs that correlate with the Entrepreneurship program. Each program has been based on the ENTR 1505 Entrepreneurial Mindset course and participants received college credit for these courses.

The first two accelerated courses ran in conjunction with the Second Win program. Students attended courses in block sections that covered a two week time span. Although the time was condensed for these classes, all objective and curriculum were covered. The course incorporated the Ice House curriculum which is online based and takes the student conception of a business idea into creation of the plan. The first course was held at the Central Wyoming College Riverton Campus and the second ran at the Central Wyoming College Sinks Canyon Campus during the Spring of 2013.

The third of the accelerated classes ran as a summer boot camp at our Central Wyoming College Sinks Canyon Campus.  This course was taught to high school ages participants from the Wind River Indian Reservation. The participants were housed for one week at the location in cabins and the coursework was introduced for the course of the week throughout block schedules. The accelerated schedule started at 8:00 am on Monday morning and concluded at 5:00 pm on Friday evening. This program also incorporated team building activities which the participants also received college credit.

Courses in the three programs were accelerated to accommodate the nature of the broader programs. The summer boot camp was designed to give the reservation youth a fun learning environment that was also and outdoor educational experience.

The courses for the Second Wind project were part of a larger curriculum that ensures a college certificate within a six month period of time upon completion. The goal of this program is to train or educate students in a full time environment that runs Monday through Friday from 8:00 am to 4:00 pm in order to replicate the business environment and get them into the workforce in a short amount of time with a vast amount of knowledge.

With the creation of the credit Entrepreneurship program Central Wyoming College hopes to give a format for others to use in order to replicate similar projects in other communities. The process of accrediting a program through the Community College Commission ensures that all courses will follow the same course outline throughout the state. Upon commission approval courses are assigned numbers that are consistent throughout every college in the Wyoming system. Course outlines have to be followed and set objectives for each course must be met in order for other institutions to offer these courses.

With the online and hybrid components of this program being completed, as well as the use of the Chalk Talk, these courses will have a readily available replication capacity.

These courses took place during the Spring 2013 and Summer 2013 semesters.

Targeted Population:

The Start-Up Institute at CWC is designed to attract a particular type of individual or student.  The targeted program applicants are those who have several years of professional experience, or intend to establish their own business.  The Start-Up Institute is designed to provide the tools and training that will help these students accelerate their career and business.  Completion of the accelerated certificate program educates students in: a) the knowledge, skills, and abilities needed for advanced positions or as a foundation for establishing their own businesses; b) an educational background that will separate them from other employees vying for the same or similar positions or provide the tools that will assist in keeping a new business competitive; and c) skillsets that will increase their value to their current company or that will assist with the innovation necessary for competitiveness as a new business.
Chart 1 illustrates the experience growth curve anticipated in student knowledge and skills from the entry point in the Start-Up Institute and the completion of the course of education.

Chart 1: Targeted Student Experience Curve
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As illustrated above, the process of obtaining the skills and knowledge necessary for success within a business, either as part of an existing company or independently, is dependent on two key, interrelated factors – the acquisition of experience over time.  The chart shows a line (blue) representing the experience gained by an employee as the years of work increases.  Initially, an employee has no knowledge of the work environment or process, and therefore has zero experience.  As an employee begins work he or she gains a tremendous amount of knowledge over a short time span, as shown in the steep part of the experience curve.  As an employee matures the acquisition of new knowledge plateaus; in other words, the day-to-day activities and processes become familiar and relatively routine.  It is typically at this point that an employee might be considered for a supervisory or managerial position (green box), as they have the experience and knowledge to make decisions that benefit the company, or may consider capitalizing on the experience gained to establish his or her own business and products. 
Students who enroll in the Start-Up Institute typically have 7-15 years’ experience (red box), and are either anticipating starting their own businesses or run their own companies but need additional mentoring and skills to remain innovative and competitive.  The Start-Up Institute has been designed to help these highly motivated students attain the skills and knowledge that will help them fast-track their career goals by gaining a level of knowledge employers and customers value and reward.  Evidence of the success of this program exists, as several students who have completed the degree have reported increased wages and promotions to supervisory and managerial positions within their companies or within the industry. 

Delivery Environment:

Central Wyoming College (CWC) has its campus in Riverton, Wyoming, and an outreach center in Jackson Hole, Wyoming; both locations serve as the delivery environment for the accelerated Start-Up Institute model.  CWC’s role in the community is to serve the population of Fremont and Teton counties, as well as the Native American population of the Wind River Reservation.  While the community of Jackson Hole is affluent, current businesses have growth potential through diversification of products and services, and there is room for new businesses to establish themselves.  Conversely, Riverton and the nearby Wind River Reservation have a more limited economy; there is a demand for new businesses and industries to establish themselves within the community.

The Need for Accelerated Delivery Models:

New academic delivery models utilizing technology are critical in improving the value and efficacy of the community college as a means to effectively train the workforce of the twenty-first century.  When compared to four-year universities, both public and private, community colleges consistently have a lower retention and completion rate.  While there are many theories as to why this is the case, the most logical, based on thorough research, centers on the population that community colleges are designed to serve.

The original intent behind community colleges was to democratize access to higher education, and as such are designed to service lower socioeconomic sectors.  Unlike four-year institutions, which on average serve a younger population that can afford a long period of commitment to education, the population traditionally served by community colleges is often older, with family and professional obligations that conflict with academic schedules.  These obligations often lead to a “cooling out” of community college students, who frequently cannot maintain a high degree of engagement in traditional educational delivery models; this conflict frequently results in longer completion times, and more frequently in a discontinuation of education.

The development of new academic delivery models that can accommodate the scheduling needs of both employers’ and students’ schedules while maintaining high levels of engagement in presented curricula is critical to the success of community college in the twenty-first century.  Traditional semester-long delivery models have changed little since the founding of the community college level of higher education, and do not necessarily serve the needs of their constituents.  Developing and implementing new models of education in addition to the traditional college experience will provide students with a variety of options that best suit their academic and career needs, while capitalizing on students’ strengths and addressing gaps in their education.

Accelerated Model Overview:

The Start-Up Institute is a ten week, accelerated certificate derived from the Associate of Applied Science in Entrepreneurship program offered by CWC.  Students enrolling in the program complete a certificate-level credential in Entrepreneurship; other students interested in furthering their education are able to lattice the credential into the full degree program, which can then transfer on to a four-year university.
There are several key components about the program design that merit attention.  First, the elimination of prerequisite courses allows for a streamlined advising; this has a benefit of allowing students to enter the program at any point in the comprehensive delivery cycle, though they are advised of the official start of the program iteration during their case management session.  Secondly, the existing model maintains student engagement in coursework at high levels, leading to increased retention and completion compared to more traditional schedules.  Thirdly, the accelerated pace, combined with enrollment of students in the same delivery environment, has created a sense of comradeship, teamwork, and even a degree of peer mentoring to keep engagement levels high.  Finally, students enrolled in the accelerated model have reported a greater ambition to achieve higher levels of education through an increased “thirst for knowledge.”

Timeframe for Development:

Testing and refinement of the Associate of Applied Science in Entrepreneurship degree program covers the period of April 2012 through September 2015 under the DOL-ETA TAACCCT Round 1 grant award.  Final testing and modification of the program will be complete in March 2015, with the remaining time used to evaluate the efficacy of the model through data analysis and reporting.



Lessons Learned:

Evidence from multiple iterations of the Start-Up Institute indicates that the delivery model successful.  The retention and completion rate for the program is over 95%; over 70% of businesses starting up following completion of the program remain in business after one year, compared to the average of 80% of startups failing in the same time frame.

In terms of programmatic design, the current model is highly faculty driven; the overall efficacy of the program is contingent on the experience of the faculty members assigned to teach within the program.  It is recommended that future designs of the program employ faculty who have been successful entrepreneurs in order to expand the diversity of skillsets available in instruction.  Additionally, a “train the trainer” model should be developed whereby the instructional base for the program can be expanded beyond a small pool of faculty.

Institutionally, a cultural shift needs to be encouraged whereby non-traditional programs and certificate programs are seen to be as valuable as the traditional two-year degree program.  It is critical that academic institutions begin to see programs like the Start-Up Institute and other economic development oriented programs as critical to the recovery and diversification of local, and even regional, economies.  To further increase the value of these types of programs, it is essential that partnerships and affiliations be developed between local venture capitalists, economic development groups, University research councils, small business councils, and other parties who might have a vested interest in seeing such programs succeed.

In regard to staffing the accelerated Start-Up Institute, the Workforce Development department has placed a strong emphasis on having not only a dedicated instructor for the program but also recognized the need to have a coordinator in place to network with the community to sustain momentum and interest in the program.  Building the program with the expectation that it will run and promote itself is not enough to sustain its viability. In order to fill a cohort, a key component of the coordinator position is to recruit new participants into the program as well as be a front line source of information to ensure that future cohorts are filled to gain maximum impact for the students as well as the businesses they want to develop.
While for-credit programs are lifeblood of community colleges, CWC has also identified a need for robust non-credit programs. Students with industry recognized credentials and certifications should be eligible for assessment and testing upon entry into a program so that their training can be converted into college credit, thus increasing their retention and completion rate to return them to the workforce in the shortest time possible.
Programs such as the Start-Up Institute should be made available as both credit and non-credit options so that students that are interested in completing for credit options are eligible for the discounts and benefits of being a full time college student.
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