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Summary: Virginia’s Community Colleges and the
Changing Higher Education Landscape

WHAT WE FOUND

Proportion of students taking courses online has increased

substantially

Students’ expectations about course delivery
have changed, with students increasingly desir-
ing online and on-demand (i.e., asynchronous)
courses. In response, Virginia community col-
leges are embracing online education. The pro-
portion of students taking all their courses
online increased from 17 percent in 2015-16 to
41 percent in 2024-25. At the same time, the
proportion of students taking all their courses
in-person has declined from 39 percent to 11
percent. A substantial portion of students take
a mix of in-person and online courses, and that
proportion has grown slightly (4 percentage
points) over the last decade (figure).

The shift to online learning has occurred with

WHY WE DID THIS STUDY

In 2024, the Joint Legislative Audit and Review Commis-
sion (JLARC) directed staff to review how well the state’s
community colleges are adapting to the changing higher
education landscape.

ABOUT VIRGINIA'S COMMUNITY COLLEGES

Virginia's Community College System consists of 23 in-
dividual colleges, a system office, and a board. More
than 235,000 students were enrolled at some point dur-
ing the 2024-25 academic year. Enrollment has de-
clined over the last 10 years but stabilized and re-
bounded over the last three years, largely because of
the growing number of dual enrollment students.

both asynchronous and synchronous courses. In 2024-25, 63 percent of Virginia

Community College System (VCCS) students were taking at least one course asynchro-

nously, a 22 percentage point increase over the past decade. Just 1 percent of VCCS

students took any synchronous courses in 2015-16, but 25 percent of VCCS students

did so in 2024-25.

Larger proportion of students take all courses online

0%

2015-16

2024-25

In-person only

Online only

100%

Mix (in-person and online)

SOURCE: JLARC analysis of VCCS course, class, and student data, 2015-16 and 2024-25.

NOTE: Excludes dual enroliment and non-credit students. Online only includes students taking asynchronous only,
synchronous only, or a mix of synchronous and asynchronous courses. Mix includes students taking hybrid courses,
or a mix of online (which could be synchronous, asynchronous, or both) and in-person courses.



JLARC staff defined
“success” as a student
earning a grade of A, B,
or C or passing a pass/fail
course. Failure was de-
fined as earning a grade
of D or F or withdrawing
from a course. Both VCCS
and research literature
about online education
define success and failure
in this way.
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Students taking, and retaking, asynchronous courses are less
successful, but the difference is somewhat small

Several different analyses indicate students are less successful when they take an asyn-
chronous course, though the differences are not substantial. VCCS students taking
asynchronous courses have lower success rates compared with in-person and synchro-
nous peers (when comparing success across all credit courses offered). Students passed
their asynchronous courses 73 percent of the time in 2024—25. This was 3 percentage
points less than those students taking in-person courses (76 percent), 5 percentage
points less than for synchronous online courses (78 percent), and 6 percentage points
less than for hybrid courses (79 percent). The difference was larger for certain gateway
courses. For example, success rates were 6 percentage points lower for students taking
History 101 asynchronously than students taking the courses in-person; the difference
was 10 percentage points for Communications 100, a public speaking course many
students take early in their academic career.

Students were also less successful when they retook a course asynchronously, but the
difference was also not substantial. In fall 2024, of the more than 7,000 students who
retook a course asynchronously after previously failing or withdrawing, 42 percent
were unsuccessful. This was 6 percentage points worse than students who retook a
course in-person (36 percent).

VCCS plans to continue to expand the use of online courses in the next few years and
specifically to increase the use of asynchronous courses. While the expansion of asyn-
chronous online courses increases access and flexibility, VCCS and the colleges need
to be sure that they strike the appropriate balance between the proportion of courses
offered online and in-person going forward. Access and flexibility should not neces-
sarily always be the highest priority, especially when students are less successful.

State’s FastForward program has grown substantially, but demand
this year will be higher than available funding

One of the major changes to the higher education landscape has been growing interest
in short-term, skill-based credentials. This change is reflected in the growing propoz-
tion of CTE students enrolling in short-term FastForward courses. Between FY18 and
FY25, the proportion of CTE students in FastForward courses has more than doubled
(from 13 to 27 percent).

Funding for the program has increased but has not been able to keep up with recent
program demand. Appropriations have grown from $5 million in FY17 to $24 million
in FY26. Despite these increases, VCCS staff expect demand for the program to out-
pace available funding. VCCS indicates it will likely reduce or prioritize program offer-
ings in the spring 2026 academic semester to stay within the budgeted amount of
FastForward funding,
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FastForward is a well-designed and effective program, but success in
meeting wage goals is mixed

The FastForward program has several features that make it well designed for students
and community colleges. For students, FastForward programs are often shorter in du-
ration than credit CTE courses, and they are often less expensive. For colleges,
FastForward programs are easier to establish and discontinue than credit programs,
providing greater flexibility to respond to changing workforce demand.

Though FastForward participant outcomes vary by type of course, the program overall
seems effective. Nearly all (95 percent) FastForward participants complete the pro-
gram. After program completion almost three-fourths of participants obtain a creden-
tial, and the rate of credential attainment has been increasing over time, particularly at
some community colleges. Some programs, such as I'T-related programs, have substan-
tially lower rates of credential attainment.

In terms of wage gains, students who complete the program and obtain a credential
make about $10,800 more annually than before the program (12 months after com-
pletion). The program’s success in meeting its goal to help participants earn a house-
hold sustaining wage is mixed. The median wage for FastForward participants 12
months after receiving their credential was approximately $41,000, which is above a
living wage threshold for a Virginia household with one adult ($34,200). More than
half of FastForward completers, though, report having one or more dependents, and
the $41,000 average is below a living wage threshold for a Virginia household with one
adult and one child ($48,800).

Dual enroliment has been growing, but about a third of high school
graduates participate and a very small proportion earn a credential

Dual enrollment students have been the fastest growing segment of VCCS’s enroll-
ment. Between 201516 and 2024-25, dual enrollment grew 55 percent (from 37,400
students to 58,100). Dual enrollment students now comprise about one quarter of
total VCCS enrollment.

Despite this growth, only about one-third of high school graduates took any dual en-
rollment courses during their high school career, and a very small proportion earn a
credential through dual enrollment (table).
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Small proportion of students complete any VCCS credential before graduation
Estimated % all

Graduating dual enrollment % participating  high school
students who... # students students graduates
...earned any VCCS credential o .
(including Passport and UCGS) 3,034 9% 20-3.0%
...earned UCGS @ 1,252 4 1.0-1.3%
...completed only Passport 626 2 0.6-0.8%
2024 graduates who took any 33,504 N 27.0-36.0%

dual enrollment courses

SOURCE: JLARC staff analysis of VCCS student, class, course, and graduation data for high school students graduat-
ing in 2024.

NOTE: Represents cohorts of students who graduated from high school in 2024 and had taken at least one dual
enrollment course during high school. Does not include non-VCCS students who take dual enrollment at a four-
year institution.  Students who complete the UCGS are assumed to have completed the Passport, except in very
rare circumstances.

CCRV implementation is underway, but additional effort and realistic
planning are needed

The 2024 General Assembly created the College and Career Ready Virginia (CCRV)
program, which prohibits colleges from charging high school students who take cer-
tain dual enrollment courses and expands course availability. VCCS has directed col-
leges to stop charging students as of fall 2025 and required all school divisions to
provide courses that would allow students to complete UCGS or Passport.

To meet CCRV requirements, colleges are working with school divisions to ensure that
every qualified student has a pathway to complete UCGS or Passport, but this will
require online courses in many divisions that do not have resources to offer all courses
in high schools. CCRV allows VCCS to offer these courses virtually. However, stake-
holders have cautioned that online learning may not be appropriate for all high school
students who are taking accelerated classes. Given this concern, CCRV requires VCCS
and VDOE to develop a plan to collect and report state-level and division-level out-
come data.

A substantial difference between student e/gibility and student znterest makes it challeng-
ing to plan for additional dual enrollment capacity needed to meet future demand. If
all eligible high school students participated in dual enrollment, the number of eligible
dual enrollment students would increase by between 75 and 115 percent. However,
there are several factors that may limit further growth in dual enrollment, including a
lack of preparation and academic performance needed to take advanced coursework,
alternative advanced course options (such as AP courses), and a shortage of dual en-
rollment teachers.

While there is substantial interest in expanding participation in dual enrollment, VCCS
and other stakeholders need to be realistic about the factors that could potentially limit
its growth. Otherwise, there is a risk of expending resources to build unneeded
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capacity, which will impose an unnecessary burden and workload on school divisions,
taking time and resources away from other priorities.

Changing landscape warrants at least considering a more regionalized
approach to improve efficiency

VCCS already has some characteristics of a regionalized system. For example, North-
ern Virginia Community College, with its six campuses in four localities, serves the
most students in the state and is the second most efficient in the state based on spend-
ing per student. In contrast, the smaller community colleges and those in regions with
more colleges are significantly less efficient, spending significantly more per student
(figure).

Larger colleges and regions with fewer colleges spend less per student

< 1KFTE
(3 colleges)

$21.7K
per FTE

2K - 1K FTE $16.9K
(8 colleges) per FTE
3K - 2K FTE $14.5K
(4 colleges) per FTE
5K - 3K FTE $13.3K
(6 colleges) per FTE
10K+ FTE $13.0K
(2 colleges) per FTE
Far Southwest
Southside
Jor4d 515 aK
h h vall g
colleges Shenandoah Valley per FTE
per region

Hampton Roads

Near Southwest

Charlottesville/Piedmont

1or2 Fredericksburg/Bay
collgacs Richmond/Crater ggfpgrlé
per region

Northern Virginia

S0 $5K $10K $15K $20K

SOURCE: JLARC analysis of VCCS student enrollment data, 2023-24, VCCS financial statements, FY24.

Inefficiencies are evident in class sizes and space utilization. Many smaller colleges
with declining enrollment have a considerable number of classes with fewer than 10
students (sidebar). Moreover, as colleges increasingly provide education via virtual
platforms, they have more unused classroom space. Five small colleges offer over half

At current tuition rates,
when enrollment falls
below 10 students, com-
munity colleges may not
“break even” on the
course when accounting
for faculty costs and
other indirect costs.
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of their courses asynchronously online, resulting in 40 percent or less of available
classroom space being used.

With changing trends in enrollment and course delivery, VCCS needs to fully consider
opportunities to improve efficiency in fulfilling its mission. Some other states have
sought greater system efficiency through mergers and other regionalization initiatives.
While mergers or consolidation of colleges may not be called for, there are less drastic
regionalization opportunities that could help to achieve greater efficiency.

WHAT WE RECOMMEND
Executive action

e Require students retaking a course asynchronously to meet with an advisor
or faculty member to discuss strategies to help ensure success.

e Periodically evaluate the appropriate balance between asynchronous, hybrid,
and in-person courses, and establish policies to minimize worse outcomes
for online students.

e Further evaluate the FastForward program’s impact on participant employ-
ment, credential type and attainment, and longer-term wage gains.

e Initiate a strategic review and propose a plan for how the system can more
efficiently deliver services, especially in regions with smaller colleges.

The complete list of recommendations is available on page vii.

Vi
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RECOMMENDATION 1

The Virginia Community College System should ensure colleges are aware of the ap-
propriate definition of each course format and verify that colleges are accurately en-
tering each course’s format in the student information system. (Chapter 2)

RECOMMENDATION 2

The Virginia Community College System should require that any student retaking a
course asynchronously online in which they previously earned a D or F or withdrew
from the course to meet with an advisor or faculty member before the end of the
academic term’s drop/add period to discuss the fact that students tend to be less suc-
cessful in asynchronous retakes and strategies the student can use to help ensure their
success in the course. (Chapter 2)

RECOMMENDATION 3

The Virginia Community College System should (i) periodically monitor student suc-
cess in asynchronous courses compared to the same courses taught in person and syn-
chronously, and (i) work with individual colleges to address the root causes of rela-
tively lower student success in asynchronous courses, if occurring, and implement
approaches to improve outcomes. (Chapter 2)

RECOMMENDATION 4

The State Board for Community Colleges should periodically evaluate the use of asyn-
chronous online learning, including the appropriate balance between the number of
asynchronous, hybrid, and in-person courses in the community college system, and
establish policies to guide community colleges’ use of various course formats to min-
imize less successful student outcomes in online courses. (Chapter 2)

RECOMMENDATION 5

The Virginia Community College System should identify opportunities to improve the
FastForward program by further evaluating whether (i) FastForward completers obtain
and keep jobs in the occupational field for which they were trained, (ii) the credentials
attained by FastForward completers are desired by employers, (iii) additional strategies
can be used to achieve higher student credential rates, (iv) FastForward participants
are stacking their credentials and thereby increasing their wages, and (v) wages increase
three and five years after program completion. (Chapter 3)

RECOMMENDATION 6
The Virginia Community College System should create a new staff position solely
dedicated to coordinating dual enrollment within the system and among colleges.

(Chapter 4)

Vii
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RECOMMENDATION 7

The State Board for Community Colleges should direct staff to begin collecting com-
prehensive information about how colleges are utilizing physical space, including data
on non-credit courses and other uses, such as rentals or use by local governments or
K—-12 schools. (Chapter 5)

RECOMMENDATION 8

The State Board for Community Colleges should direct Virginia Community College
System staff to initiate a strategic review and propose a plan for how the system can
efficiently deliver services, especially in regions with smaller colleges. (Chapter 5)

viii



Virginia's Community Colleges

In 2024, the Joint Legislative Audit and Review Commission (JLARC) directed staff
to review how well the Virginia Community College System (VCCS) is adapting to the
changing higher education landscape (sidebar). Staff were directed to review the use
of virtual instruction, students’ acquisition of skills and credentials to meet the state’s
workforce needs, and opportunities for high school students to gain postsecondary
credentials. Staff were also directed to review how other states’ community college
systems have adapted to the changing higher education landscape and how Virginia’s
community colleges could gain operational efficiencies. (See Appendix A for study
resolution.)

JLARC staff used various research methods to address the study mandate, including
interviews with VCCS senior leadership and other system office staff, community col-
lege presidents, community college academic affairs and workforce training staff, dual
enrollment staff in K—12 school divisions, four-year institution registrars, and national
subject matter experts. Staff analyzed data on enrollment levels and trends, student
outcomes, and college-level financial trends. Staff developed and administered two
data collection instruments (one about dual enrollment sent to local school divisions,
and one about advising and course development and oversight sent to each community
college). Staff reviewed relevant documentation, including VCCS’s policy manual,
State Board of Community College meeting materials and minutes, and dual enroll-
ment memorandums of understanding. (See Appendix B for a detailed description of
research methods.)

Virginia’s community college system offers wide
array of courses

In 19606, the General Assembly created the Virginia Community College System to
provide higher education options that were more accessible and affordable than four-
year institutions. VCCS operates colleges throughout the state and has an open admis-
sions policy that allows any adult with a high school diploma or equivalent to be ad-
mitted.

Most VCCS students are part-time students. In 2024—25, approximately 82 percent of
VCCS students were taking classes part time (i.e., taking fewer than 12 credits per
semester or fewer than 24 credits per academic year). Community colleges generally
serve more working age adult students (age 25 and over) and students who are working
while attending school, which often results in these students taking part-time academic
loads. This phenomenon results in community colleges serving a large number of total
students (referred to as “headcount”) and fewer full-time equivalent (FTE) students
(sidebar).

JLARC's first study, in
1975, was a review of
VCCS. JLARC conducted
subsequent reviews of
VCCS in 1991 and 2017.

JLARC also studied work-
force development pro-
grams in 2014 and dual
enrollment in 2022.

Full-time equivalent
(FTE) students is a stand-
ardized way of describing
enrollment that divides
the total number of credit
hours taken by students
in an academic year at a
higher education institu-
tion by 30 credit hours.
FTE can be an especially
useful measure when
considering funding and
spending, but it does not
reflect the total number
of students served by an
institution. For commu-
nity colleges, this is espe-
cially true because of the
number of part-time stu-
dents served.

This report will primarily
use headcount to de-
scribe VCCS's enrollment,
because it better reflects
the total number of stu-
dents served. FTEs will be
used only in Chapter 5 for
discussions of spending
and funding.




Chapter 1: Virginia's Community Colleges

The Code of Virginia establishes several objectives for VCCS, including workforce
training; arts and sciences instruction that can transfer to baccalaureate degrees; career
and technical education that leads directly to employment; and training that meets the
needs of the state’s businesses and industries.

VCCS includes a state board, system office, and 23 individual
community colleges

VCCS operates 23 community colleges with 40 campuses across the state (Figure 1-1).
Each college serves a distinct service area made up of several localities. Most regions
of the state (excluding Northern Virginia) are served by more than one college; North-
ern Virginia is served by a single college with six campuses.

FIGURE 1-1
VCCS has 23 colleges with 40 campuses

1. Blue Ridge 15. Mountain Empire 29. Southside Virginia (Christanna)

2. Central Virginia 16. New River 30. Southside Virginia (Keysville)

3. Mountain Gateway 17. Northern Virginia {Alexandria) 31. Southwest Virginia

4. Danville 18. Northern Virginia {Annandale) 32. Virginia Peninsula (Hampton)

5. Eastern Shore 19. Northern Virginia (Loudoun) 33, Virginia Peninsula (Historic Triangle)
6. Germanna {Locust Grove) 20. Northern Virginia {Manassas) 34. Tidewater (Chesapeake)

7. Germanna (Frederickshurg) 21, Northern Virginia {(Medical Education) 35. Tidewater {Norfolk)

8. J. Sargeant Reynolds (Downtown)  22. Northern Virginia (Woodbridge) 36. Tidewater (Portsmouth)

9. 1. Sargeant Reynolds (Parham) 23. Patrick & Henry 37. Tidewater (Virginia Beach)

10. J. Sargeant Reynolds (Western)
11. Brightpoint (Chester)

12. Brightpoint {Midlcthian)

13. Laurel Ridge {Middletown)

14. Laurel Ridge {Faugquier)

24,
25.
26.
27.
28.

Paul D. Camp {Franklin)
Paul D. Camp {Suffolk)
Piedmont Virginia
Rappahannock (Glenns)
Rappahannock (Warsaw)

SOURCE: Virginia Community College System.
NOTE: Map shows each community college campus. VCCS has 23 colleges with 40 campuses.

38. Virginia Highlands
39. Virginia Western
40. Wytheville

The governance and administration of VCCS is multi-layered, but the system is rela-
tively centralized compared with Virginia’s public four-year institutions. While each
college has its own president and operates with some autonomy, colleges’ operations
are influenced by statewide policies set by the State Board for Community Colleges
and the VCCS system office. The VCCS chancellor leads the system office and serves
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as the chief executive officer of the system and secretary to the state board. The state
board, a governing board, sets tuition and fees, determines the programs and curricula
colleges should offer, confers degrees, and appoints the chancellor. The VCCS system
office coordinates the administration of board policies and provides support to the
colleges.

Each community college is led by its own president and local advisory board and has
some autonomy in academic offerings and spending. Colleges can create certificate
programs, discontinue courses and certificates, and spend funds at their discretion.
Each local advisory board reviews new curricula to recommend for state board ap-
proval, recommends plans for design and construction of facilities to the state board,
reviews and approves their respective college budgets, and works with the chancellor
to choose the college president.

Colleges offer different types of credit and non-credit programs

VCCS offers credit and non-credit programs that are designed to either (1) provide
college-level credit courses and degrees that can be applied to a baccalaureate degree
at a four-year institution (referred to as “academic transfer programs” throughout this
report), or (2) train or retrain workers for success in the workforce (referred to as
“career and technical education programs” or “CTE programs” throughout this re-
port).

VCCS enrolls four types of students: (1) academic transfer, (2) CTE, (3) dual enroll-
ment, and (4) non-program placed students (sidebar, Figure 1-2). Academic transfer

students make up the largest proportion of community colleges’ enrollment. Dual en-
rollment high school students are the second-largest category of VCCS’s enrollment.

FIGURE 1-2
Academic transfer students are the largest group of VCCS enrollment

Non program placed —
28,600 students

CTE - FastForward ~
20,400 students

Transfer
77,300 students

2024/25
total enrollment

235,700

CTE - credit
51,300 students

Dual enrollment
58,100 students

SOURCE: VCCS annual enrollment by program, 2024-25.
NOTE: Represents total headcount of students enrolled in a VCCS college at any point in the 2024-25 school year.
May not add because of rounding.

Non-program placed
students are students
who are enrolled to take
classes but not enrolled
in any degree program at
the community college.
These are often students
who take one or two
courses for enrichment,
students in continuing
education, or students
from other higher educa-
tion institutions taking
just a few classes through
the community college.




Industry-recognized cre-
dentials are earned
through passing a test
that certifies the student
has attained a certain skill
level. Examples of indus-
try-recognized creden-
tials include American
Academy of Professional
Coders Certified Profes-
sional Coder, Amazon
Web Services Cloud Prac-
titioner certification, and
National Healthcareer As-
sociation Certified Phle-
botomy Technician certi-
fication.
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Dual enrollment students can be enrolled in either academic transfer or CTE courses,
but the majority are enrolled in academic transfer courses. CTE students can be en-
rolled in credit programs (e.g., applied associates, career studies certificate, certificate)
that require up to two years of full-time study to complete, or they can be enrolled in
FastForward non-credit short-term courses that typically require six weeks to six
months to complete. FastForward courses do not result in a credential award from the
college, but they prepare and qualify the student to earn an industry-recognized cre-
dential (sidebar).

VCCS is funded primarily through tuition and fees and general funds

VCCS is one of the state’s largest agencies by appropriation, with the 8th largest ap-
propriation in FY25, based on total state appropriations ($1.5 billion in FY25; $1.4
billion in FY26). These appropriations include both general and non-general funds,
including tuition and fee revenue. The primary source of non-general fund revenue is
the tuition and fees charged by the colleges.

Individual colleges, for the most part, are allowed to keep the tuition and fees that they
collect from students, so these funds are appropriated but do not flow through the
system office. The General Assembly appropriates general funds to VCCS, and the
VCCS system office allocates most of these funds to colleges. The system office re-
tains a relatively small portion of the total funds to support itself.

In recent years, general fund appropriations have increased, which has helped maintain
and increase affordability for students. The proportion of colleges’ total revenue from
state funds increased from 38 percent to 50 percent from FY18 to FY24. This oc-
curred because the amount of state funds increased and the amount of tuition revenue
decreased.

Changing higher education landscape is affecting
community colleges

Economic changes and shifting student expectations are changing the landscape
within which VCCS operates. This new landscape consists of:

e a pending decline in the number of high school graduates because of lower
birth rates;

e strong student demand for online education, especially since the pandemic;

e skepticism about the value of traditional academic courses and degrees; and

e growing interest in technical and vocational training and credentials that di-
rectly translate to a job.

This report assesses VCCS’s adaptation to this new landscape and identifies further
actions the system may need to take to continue to adapt in the future.
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Enrollment at nearly all community colleges declined over last decade
but has grown recently

VCCS’s total enrollment and that of most of its colleges declined over the last decade,
which is at least partially attributable to the generally strong economic conditions dur-
ing the period (sidebar). VCCS’s enrollment declined 7 percent between academic years
2015-16 and 202425 (from 252,800 to 235,700). In addition, enrollment at 15 out of
23 colleges declined during this time period. This decline mirrors a national trend.
Enrollment at public two-year institutions nationally declined approximately 7 percent
between fall 2019 and fall 2024, according to the National Student Clearinghouse Re-
search Center.

More recently, VCCS enrollment overall (and at each of its colleges) has grown. Since
the 2022—-23 academic year, total enrollment increased 9 percent (from 215,300 to
235,700). All 23 colleges have seen increases in enrollment over the past three years
(Figure 1-3).

However, these recent increases may not continue because of demographic trends.
VCCS will likely begin to experience a decline in traditional college-age students in the
next three to five years. Due to a declining birth rate, there will be fewer high school
students through at least 2030, reducing the pool of typical students. (Chapter 5 ad-
dresses enrollment and efficiency.)

VCCS enrollment would be much lower without growth in dual
enrollment and FastForward programs

Opver the past decade, VCCS has been losing enrollment in its traditional credit student
groups (academic transfer, credit CTE, and non-program placed). Between 2015-16
and 2024-25, VCCS enrollment for these traditional student groups declined from

215,400 to 157,200 (27 percent) (Figure 1-4). Over half of that decline was attributable
to the decline in academic transfer students, which decreased by over 30,000 students.

Growth in dual enrollment and FastForward programs has mitigated much of the en-
rollment decline at community colleges (Figure 1-5). Between 2015-16 and 2024-25,
dual enrollment grew 55 percent. FastForward began enrolling students in 201617
and has grown to more than 20,000 students.

Dual enrollment and FastForward students are typically different from those who take
academic transfer courses. Dual enrollment students are different from traditional
VCCS students because they are high school students, and most dual enrollment
courses are not taught at the community college or by a community college instructor.
High school instructors, who meet VCCS’s criteria for faculty in the discipline they are
teaching, teach most dual enrollment courses; over 80 percent of dual enrollment
courses appear to be taught at high schools. FastForward students are different from
traditional VCCS students because their programs are focused on a single occupational

VCCS's enrollment was
at an all-time high in the
years during and follow-
ing the Great Recession
(2009-2012) because
community college en-
rollment trends are coun-
ter-cyclical to the econ-
omy (e.g., community
college enrollment rises
in down economic times).

VCCS offers some other
non-credit workforce
training programs that
are not FastForward pro-
grams. Enrollment for
these programs is rela-
tively small and not re-
ported in VCCS enroll-
ment figures in this
report.
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skill set, and students only take classes for a short period of time, typically less than a
full academic semester.

Enrollment composition varies significantly by college, but some colleges now have a
much smaller proportion of traditional students. For example, three of the system’s
smallest colleges (Mountain Gateway, Eastern Shore, and Paul D. Camp) have enroll-
ments with less than 45 percent who are traditional students. At Mountain Gateway,
for instance, traditional students account for 37 percent of enrollment; dual enroll-
ment students account for 38 percent of enrollment; and FastForward students ac-
count for 25 percent of enrollment. These changes have implications for the system’s
and colleges’ revenues, spending, and efficiency.

FIGURE 1-3
Many community colleges lost enrollment over the past decade, but all have
been regaining enrollment recently
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SOURCE: JLARC analysis of VCCS annual headcount enrollment data, 2015-16, 2022-23, and 2024-25.
NOTE: Enrollment represents total headcount for each institution, which includes full-time and part-time students.
Enroliment figures include dual enrollment and FastForward students.
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FIGURE 1-4
Enrollment for academic transfer, credit CTE, and non-program placed students
has declined significantly over the last decade

V27%
2024-2025 51.3K 157.2K
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B Transfer W CTE [ Non-program

SOURCE: JLARC analysis of VCCS annual headcount enrollment data, 2015-16 and 2024-25.
NOTE: Enrollment represents total headcount, which includes full-time and part-time students. Enrollment figures
exclude dual enrollment and FastForward students.

FIGURE 1-5
Dual enrollment and FastForward growth have compensated for much of the
enrollment decline in traditional students
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SOURCE: JLARC analysis of VCCS annual headcount enrollment data, 2015-16 and 2024-25.
NOTE: Enrollment represents total headcount, which includes full-time and part-time students. Enrollment figures
include dual enrollment and FastForward students.

Most students now take at least some classes online

Students’ expectations about course delivery have changed, with students increasingly
desiring online and on-demand courses. Virginia community colleges are embracing
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online education, especially for transfer academic courses. In the 2024-25 school year,
over 85 percent of VCCS students were taking at least some classes online.

The shift to online instruction has several potential implications for the community
colleges and its students. The shift has made education more accessible for students
with busy schedules or with greater distances to travel. The shift does, though, raise
questions about whether student success is negatively impacted. The shift will affect
colleges’ use of current and future need for physical classroom space, as well as col-
leges’ operational efficiencies. (Chapter 2 addresses online education.)

Lower proportion of traditional students reflects changing landscape

The proportional change in community college student enrollment reflects the public’s
changing perception about higher education. Increasing college costs and economic
uncertainty have resulted in increased interest in career and technical training programs
among potential students and families. In addition, high school students have been
increasingly interested in improving their college application prospects, raising their
GPA, or reducing the cost of obtaining a degree by taking dual enrollment courses
(sidebar).

Shift away from academic transfer reflects changing landscape

Changing attitudes toward college, and the value of a four-year degree in particular,
appear to be affecting VCCS’s enrollment of academic transfer students. Several na-
tional and state-level surveys have shown that students and families are questioning
whether four-year degrees are worth the time and money.

Although still the largest share of VCCS’s enrollment in 2024-25, academic transfer
students make up a smaller share of all community college students than they did a
decade ago. Between 2015-16 and 2024-25, the proportion of students enrolled in
academic transfer courses declined from 44 percent to 33 percent (from approximately
110,300 to 77,300 part- and full-time students) (Figure 1-6).

FIGURE 1-6
Proportion of VCCS students in academic transfer programs has declined
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SOURCE: JLARC analysis of VCCS annual headcount enrollment by program data, 2015-16 to 2024-25.
NOTE: Enrollment represents total headcount for each institution, which includes full-time and part-time students.
Enroliment figures include dual enrollment and FastForward students.
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Opver the past decade, 21 out of the 23 colleges had declines in the number of aca-
demic transfer students enrolled. The median decline in academic transfer student en-
rollment was 26 percent over the decade. Five colleges lost more than 40 percent of
their academic transfer enrollment over the decade (Mountain Empire, Mountain
Gateway, New River, Tidewater, and Virginia Peninsula).

In the past three years, 13 out of 23 colleges regained some of their academic transfer
enrollment. These 13 colleges with academic transfer enrollment gains had a median
enrollment increase of 6 percent over the past three years.

Shift toward career and technical reflects reinvigorated workforce focus

National and state-level surveys indicate that potential students and their families have
a growing interest in career and technical programs that directly connect to jobs. While
community colleges have always offered these types of programs, VCCS is expanding
them in response to increased interest. Some colleges are redesigning programs so they
can be completed in a shorter timeframe than other CTE programs. For example,
newer programs offer several stackable credentials that can be earned over a shorter
time period (six weeks to six months) than applied associate degrees (which typically
take two to four years to complete).

Opverall, enrollment in all CTE programs has increased from 66,500 in 2015-16 to
71,700 in 2024-25 (8 percent). Before the pandemic, enrollment in credit CTE pro-
grams was declining, while enrollment in FastForward CTE programs was increasing.
However, since the pandemic, enrollment in both credit CTE programs and FastFor-
ward programs has increased. FastForward students are now 28 percent of all CTE
enrollment. (Chapter 3 addresses career and technical education.)

Over the past decade, total CTE enrollment increased at most community colleges (17
out of 23), and since the pandemic, all but one has experienced increases. Some col-
leges had particularly large increases in total CTE enrollment, and this appears to be
almost entirely attributable to the introduction of FastForward. For example, total
CTE enrollment neatly tripled over the decade at both Eastern Shore and Germanna.
At both colleges, between 80 and 85 percent of the increased CTE enrollment was
attributable to FastForward. Total CTE enrollment nearly doubled over the decade at
another seven colleges (Blue Ridge, Brightpoint, Central Virginia, Laurel Ridge, Moun-
tain Gateway, Paul D. Camp, and Rappahannock). At all but two of those seven col-
leges with doubled total CTE enrollment, the CTE enrollment growth was entirely
attributable to FastForward.

Dual enroliment growth reflects increased interest in taking college-level
classes in high school

Community colleges nationwide and in Virginia have seen an increase in dual enroll-
ment participation. Dual enrollment nationally grew 7 percent between fall 2023 and
fall 2024, and more than 2.5 million students nationally are taking some dual enroll-
ment courses, according to the National Student Clearinghouse Research Center. Dual
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enrollment students have been the fastest-growing segment of VCCS’s enrollment.
Between 201516 and 202425, the number of dual enrollment students grew 55 per-
cent (from 37,400 students to 58,100). Over the same 10-year period, dual enrollment’s
proportion of total enrollment at VCCS increased from 15 percent to 25 percent.

Approximately half of colleges experienced dual enrollment growth over the decade,
and over 90 percent of the growth in dual enrollment statewide occurred at three
colleges. While dual enrollment grew 55 percent across all colleges, only 12 out of the
23 colleges experienced dual enrollment growth over the decade. However, three col-
leges — J. Sargeant Reynolds, Northern Virginia, and Tidewater — tripled their dual
enrollment over the decade, accounting for 93 percent of VCCS’s dual enrollment
growth.

Since the pandemic, though, dual enrollment growth has occurred at most colleges,
with 22 out of 23 colleges experiencing dual enrollment growth since 2022-23. Since
2022-23, dual enrollment changes ranged from a 4 percent decline at Central Virginia
to a 42 percent increase at J. Sargeant Reynolds. Dual enrollment growth at J. Sargeant
Reynolds, Northern Virginia, and Tidewater has been slower since the 2022—23 school
year, but these three colleges still account for nearly two-thirds of the dual enrollment
growth over the more recent time period.

The state is seeking to facilitate further increases in dual enrollment through the Col-
lege and Career Ready Virginia program, which will make certain academic transfer
courses free to students and allow all interested students to complete a college-level
general education curriculum while in high school. (Chapter 4 addresses dual enroll-
ment.)
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2 Online Learning

VCCS colleges typically offer courses in a combination of several different formats,
including in-person, synchronous, asynchronous, and hybrid (Table 2-1).

TABLE 2-1

VCCS colleges offer courses in different formats

Format Description
Traditional face-to-face instruction in a classroom with an instruc-

In-person
tor and other students present.

Live instruction delivered online by an instructor using online

Synchronous . .
video conferencing software (e.g., Zoom).

Instruction generally delivered through a learning management
system (e.g., Blackboard or Canvas) and includes a structured

Asynchronous course with recorded lectures, readings, assignments, exams with
due dates, and milestones. Coursework completed on student'’s
schedule without any live instruction.

Hybrid A combination of in-person and online (asynchronous or synchro-
nous) instruction through which at least half of the course content
is delivered online.

HyFlex Option to attend an in-person course on campus or synchro-

nously using online technology and also complete work asynchro-
nously week to week.

SOURCE: JLARC staff interviews with VCCS system office and community college staff.

Online courses help increase access to higher education by providing flexibility for
students and faculty (sidebar). Students who take asynchronous courses do not have
to schedule courses around work, caregiving, or other responsibilities, or travel to cam-
pus, which can be especially beneficial to students in rural areas or students who live
far from a community college. In addition, if a certain course is unavailable at their
own college, students can enroll in an online course taught at another college (sidebar).
Online instruction also facilitates faculty recruitment because professors are not re-
stricted by a fixed schedule or the need to live near the college.

VCCS college staff routinely reported in interviews that student demand for online
instruction has increased. VCCS has offered online learning for at least 20 years, but
its use has increased in recent years. The percentage of VCCS students taking at least
one course online grew from 61 percent in 2015-16 to 88 percent in 202425 (exclud-
ing non-credit and dual enrollment students). As online learning has grown, VCCS has
introduced new online learning models, adjusted online learning instruction, and of-
fered more guidance to colleges to help improve the online learning experience and
student outcomes.
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A substantial proportion of Virginia community
college education now occurs online

Virginia’s community colleges have expanded their use of online courses in the last 10
years, a trend consistent with colleges across the country. Enrollment in online courses,
both synchronous and asynchronous, spiked during the COVID-19 pandemic because
colleges could not hold in-person courses in most cases. Although colleges reopened
by spring 2022, the proportion of courses held online (synchronous and asynchro-
nous) has not returned to pre-pandemic levels. VCCS would like to facilitate additional
growth; its strategic plan sets a goal to increase online enrollment by 8,000 students by

2030 (sidebar).

VCCS courses are increasingly taught online

Since the 201516 academic year, a significant portion of VCCS’s courses have shifted
to online or hybrid formats. Most online courses are asynchronous, but other formats
with online components—synchronous and hybrid—have become more common as
well. In 2015-16, 24 percent of courses were taught entirely online (23 percent asyn-
chronous and 1 percent synchronous) and 7 percent were taught in a hybrid format.
By 2024-25, 50 percent were taught entirely online (41 percent asynchronous and 9
percent synchronous), and an additional 9 percent were taught in a hybrid format (Fig-
ure 2-1).

FIGURE 2-1
VCCS colleges teach fewer courses overall and fewer in-person courses

78,800
courses

1%

50,900
courses

~

Synchronous
Hybrid

Asynchronous

In-person

2015-16 2024-25

SOURCE: VCCS course and class data, 2015-16 and 2024-25.
NOTE: Excludes dual enrollment and non-credit courses.
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VCCS colleges taught fewer courses in 2024—25 compared with 2015-16 because of
enrollment declines. Most of the eliminated course sections were in-person, and the
number of online and hybrid course sections remained relatively stable while becom-
ing a larger proportion of courses overall.

Individual colleges’ use of online learning varies significantly, but most colleges offer
at least 50 percent of their courses in online or hybrid formats; the median college
teaches 04 percent of courses online or hybrid. Colleges range from Eastern Shore,
which offers 91 percent of its courses online or hybrid, to Patrick & Henry in Mar-
tinsville, which offers only 45 percent of its courses online or hybrid (Figure 2-2). Most

online courses are asynchronous.

FIGURE 2-2
Most colleges offer high proportion of courses online, the majority of which

are asynchronous
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SOURCE: VCCS course and class data, 2024-25.
NOTE: Excludes dual enrollment and non-credit courses. Bars represent all credit bearing courses, including both

transfer and other courses.

Most colleges have increased their use of online and hybrid courses significantly over
time, and all colleges provide a lower proportion and number of courses in person
since 2015. For example, 73 percent of J. Sargeant Reynolds’s courses were in-person
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in 2015-16, compared with 22 percent in the 202425 school year. Colleges that did
not significantly increase the proportion of their courses taught online over the last
several years generally had adopted online learning earlier than other colleges.

Increased percentage of VCCS students take all courses online

The shift toward online learning is also apparent from the growth in the proportion
of students taking online courses. Over the past decade, a growing proportion of
VCCS students have been taking all their courses online. The proportion of students
taking all their courses online increased from 17 percent in 2015-16 to 41 percent in
2024-25. At the same time, the proportion of students taking all their courses in-
person has declined from 39 percent to 11 percent (Figure 2-3). A substantial portion
of students take a mix of in-person and online courses, and that proportion has grown
slightly (4 percentage points) over the last decade.

The shift to online learning has occurred with both asynchronous and synchronous
courses. In 2024-25, 63 percent of VCCS students were taking at least one course
asynchronously, a 22 percentage point increase over the past decade. Just 1 percent of
VCCS students took any synchronous courses in 2015-16, but 25 percent of VCCS
students did so in 2024-25.

FIGURE 2-3
Larger proportion of students taking all courses only online
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2015-16

In-person only Online only Mix (in-person and online)

SOURCE: JLARC staff analysis of VCCS course, class, and student data, 2015-16 and 2024-25.

NOTE: Excludes dual enrollment and non-credit students. Online only includes students taking asynchronous only,
synchronous only, or a mix of synchronous and asynchronous courses. Mix includes students taking hybrid courses,
or a mix of online (which could be synchronous, asynchronous, or both) and in-person courses.

Shift to online enrollment occurring in both transfer and credit CTE
courses

The shift toward online enrollment has occurred for both academic transfer and credit
CTE students (Figure 2-4). Only 11 percent of transfer students and 13 percent of
credit CTE students took all their courses in-person last year, and more than one-third
of all credit CTE students took all their courses online.
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FIGURE 2-4
Both academic transfer and credit CTE students are increasingly taking online
courses

Academic transfer students
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SOURCE: JLARC staff analysis of VCCS course, class, and student data, 2015-16 and 2024-25.

NOTE: Excludes dual enrollment and non-credit students. Numbers may not add because of rounding. Online only
includes students taking asynchronous only, synchronous only, or a mix of synchronous and asynchronous courses.
Mix includes students taking hybrid courses, or a mix of online (which could be synchronous, asynchronous, or both)
and in-person courses.

While CTE programs are typically associated with hands-on disciplines like welding
and EMT that require in-person training, many CTE programs can be taught online.
Colleges increasingly offer career studies certificates and other credentials that are
taught entirely online, such as programs in information systems technology, business
management, accounting, criminal justice, and medical coding. Additionally, CTE stu-
dents enrolled in programs typically associated with hands-on training (e.g., nursing,
veterinary technician, electricity technology) are still able to take some of their courses,
especially pre-requisite courses, online.

VCCS needs to ensure course format data from colleges is accurate

Data in this chapter can be used to gain a general understanding of the growth in
online learning, but there is evidence that VCCS’s data needs to be more accurate
moving forward. JLARC staff reviewed the number of courses listed as hybrid and
asynchronous in each college’s electronic course catalog for fall 2024 and found about
7 percent of courses in VCCS’s data on course format 7zay have been mischaracterized
as asynchronous when they were most likely hybrid courses (according to the course
catalog). Additionally, colleges do not appear to consistently define the hybrid format
(sidebar).

Going forward, VCCS should ensure data on course delivery method is as accurate as
possible as colleges increase their use of courses with online components. VCCS
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system office staff indicated that they provide colleges with guidance via email at least
annually on how to report course formats in the data system. However, college staff
still report some course format data inconsistently. To ensure that course format data
is as accurate as possible, the system office may need to provide additional or more
extensive guidance on how to report formats (and ensure that the data system accom-
modates reporting hyflex courses). The system office should also more fully verify that
colleges are providing accurate course format data.

RECOMMENDATION 1

The Virginia Community College System should ensure colleges are aware of the ap-
propriate definition of each course format and verify that colleges are accurately en-
tering each course’s format in the student information system.

JLARC staff defined “suc-
cess” as a student earn-
ing a grade of A, B, or C
or passing a pass/fail
course. Failure was de-
fined as earning a grade
of D or F or withdrawing
from a course. Both VCCS
and research literature
about online education
define success and failure
in this way.

Students tend to be less successful in asynchronous
courses, but the difference is not substantial

Ideally, students should have similar outcomes regardless of the delivery method, but
some research has found that students enrolled in asynchronous online courses per-
form worse than their peers in the same courses taught in person. Many factors affect
student success, but understanding student outcomes is important for VCCS as col-
leges have transitioned toward offering more online courses. In many cases, an online
section of a course is the only option available to a student, either because there are
no in-person sections available, the student cannot travel to campus, or the course
schedule does not work for them.

Understanding whether the course format impacts student success is important, espe-
cially for gateway courses (sidebar). Failing or withdrawing from a gateway course can
significantly slow a student’s academic progress and wastes the state’s and student’s
resources. Failing a course can also jeopardize a student’s financial aid if the grade
lowers their GPA below required levels for satisfactory academic progress, an eligibility
requirement for financial aid. In addition, research suggests that community college
students who fail courses are less likely to return in subsequent semesters. Succeeding
in gateway courses eatly on in a student’s academic career is also linked to higher trans-
fer and completion rates overall.

Student success rates in asynchronous courses are lower than in other
formats, but the difference is somewhat small

Several different analyses indicate students are less successful when they take an asyn-
chronous course, though the differences are not substantial. VCCS students taking
asynchronous courses have lower success rates compared with in-person and synchro-
nous peers (when comparing success across all credit courses offered). Students passed
their asynchronous courses 73 percent of the time in 2024—25. This was 3 percentage
points less than the pass rate for in-person courses (76 percent), 5 percentage points
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less than for synchronous online courses (78 percent), and 6 percentage points less
than for hybrid courses (79 percent). This gap has closed some over time: in the 2018—
19 academic year, 75 percent of in-person and 76 percent of synchronous students
passed their courses, compared with 68 percent of asynchronous students (7 and 8
percentage point differences).

Student success rates for some general education courses taught
asynchronously are lower

When examining specific gateway courses at VCCS colleges, students appear to per-
form worse in certain courses taught asynchronously (Figure 2-5). In particular, the
pass rate for Communications 100, a public speaking course many students take early
in their academic career, was 10 percentage points lower in asynchronous sections than
in-person sections in 2024-25. There are also notable differences in History 101 (6
percentage points), Business 100 (6 percentage points), and English 111 (5 percentage
points). Students in synchronous sections of these courses have similar outcomes to
those taught in person.

FIGURE 2-5
Asynchronous and in-person outcomes differ by course
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SOURCE: JLARC staff analysis of VCCS data, 2024-25.

A more rigorous statistical analysis also found a small, but statistically significant, dif-
ference when analyzing success by format in the 10 most popular general education
courses (sidebar, next page). Based on a regression analysis that controlled for 14
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factors, VCCS students who took these common gateway courses between fall 2018
and spring 2025 (excluding the pandemic period from spring 2020 through fall 2021)
were less likely to be successful than peers taking courses in person, and this relation-
ship was statistically significant. By controlling for other factors that may influence
student success, this analysis allows student success to be compared by course delivery
method throughout the community college system. (Appendix D contains a detailed
discussion of the statistical analysis.)

In general, the gap in outcomes by course format has been closing over time in specific
courses. Por instance, in 201819, the gap in success rates for Math 154, a gateway
math course, was over 10 percentage points, compared with just 2 percentage points
in 2024-25. However, while asynchronous students taking English 111 had a 2 per-
centage point improvement in student success since 2018-19, the outcome gap with
peers was still 5 percentage points in 2024-25. A 5 percentage point difference in fall
2024 equated to about 940 more students earning a D or I or withdrawing from asyn-
chronous sections of English 111 than in-person sections.

These findings are consistent with some recent research literature. While the results
of studies on online student outcomes are mixed, some studies with similar designs
have also shown that course format is a significant factor in student outcomes, with
asynchronous students having lower success rates than their in-person peers. One re-
cent study also showed that the performance gap between the two formats has been
decreasing in the post-pandemic years, suggesting that changes in online education
and broader adoption may be reducing these differences.

Students retaking courses fare somewhat worse in asynchronous
courses than in in-person courses

Students sometimes retake courses if they fail a course, want to improve their grade,
or had to withdraw mid-semester. Overall, students who retake a course, regardless of
format, have a lower-than-average pass rate: 62 percent of students retaking a course
were successful in 2024-25, compared with 78 percent of students taking the course
for the first time.

The retake pass rate is lower for students who retake a course asynchronously. In fall
2024, about 16,000 students retook a course in any format, with 44 percent taking an
asynchronous section. Of the students who retook a course asynchronously, 42 per-
cent were unsuccessful compared with 36 percent who retook a course in person. Re-
gression analysis found this difference is statistically significant.

In addition to its effect on student academic progress, transfer, and general financial
aid eligibility, failing a course on a retake can have further negative effects on students’
finances and academic progress. Although students can retake a failed or withdrawn
course without penalty, federal law only allows students to receive financial aid to re-
take a course after a low grade (like a D) one time, and a D or F can lower a student’s
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GPA below the level at which they qualify for financial aid. Without federal financial
aid, the student is fully responsible for paying to retake a course.

Colleges need to prioritize supporting students retaking courses asynchronously to
help them earn a grade that maintains their academic progress. Colleges should ensure
that students who want to retake a course asynchronously are adequately prepared to
do so and provide support to overcome the barriers that led to failure or withdrawal
the first time.

VCCS should require students who are retaking a course asynchronously to meet with
an advisor or faculty member. This meeting should occur eatly in the semester (before
the end of the drop/add period) if the student previously earned a D or F or withdrew
from the course in any format. At a minimum, this meeting should address (i) any
challenges that affected the student’s performance in the original course and potential
solutions to deal with those challenges, (ii) strategies to be successful in asynchronous
courses, and (iii) the fact that students tend to be less successful in asynchronous re-
takes.

RECOMMENDATION 2

The Virginia Community College System should require that any student retaking a
course asynchronously online in which they previously earned a D or I or withdrew
from the course to meet with an advisor or faculty member before the end of the
academic term’s drop/add period to discuss the fact that students tend to be less suc-
cessful in asynchronous retakes and strategies the student can use to help ensure their
success in the course.

VCCS could better monitor student success and use
of key practices for online education at colleges

Increased use of online education has provided greater access and flexibility for stu-
dents. Colleges have been able to increase the number of courses available, and asyn-
chronous courses give faculty greater flexibility. However, despite a decreasing and
relatively small difference in student success between asynchronous and other course
formats, disparities still exist. VCCS should take reasonable steps to ensure students
are not disadvantaged by taking courses asynchronously, especially if this format be-
comes more common.

Community colleges appear to be implementing some, but not all, key practices to
ensure online courses are high quality and to identify needed improvements. A review
of academic research literature and interviews with college and VCCS office staff
found five key practices:

(1) establish clear rubrics and criteria for what constitutes high quality online
courses;
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(2) provide instructors with specialized training on teaching online asynchro-
nous courses;

(3) provide technical assistance to instructors with developing and teaching their
online asynchronous courses;

(4) evaluate how well instructors adhere to the college’s standards and criteria
for high quality asynchronous courses; and

(5) review student outcome data to determine where current practices are not
resulting in student success.

Not all community colleges appear to be fully embracing all of these practices. While
nearly all colleges reported that they use a rubric and standard criteria to ensure course
quality (sidebar), only 10 colleges reported they give instructors specialized training to
teach asynchronous courses. In addition, seven colleges lack dedicated non-
instructional staff (such as instructional designers) to provide technical assistance to
help faculty develop asynchronous courses. All colleges reported monitoring how well
instructors adhere to the colleges’ standards and criteria for high quality courses, but
it is unclear whether institutional policies on monitoring frequency or triggers for more
intensive review are consistent among all colleges.

VCCS does not currently evaluate 1) student success in asynchronous courses com-
pared with students taking other course formats or 2) community colleges’ approaches
to ensure their asynchronous courses are high quality. For example, VCCS does not
know whether colleges are using available approaches to monitor quality of asynchro-
nous courses, such as course rubrics or course observations and evaluations. Without
this information, the system office is limited in its ability to help colleges identify or
address problems with asynchronous courses or challenges students face when taking
asynchronous courses.

Moving forward, VCCS should further help to ensure student success in asynchronous
courses by periodically monitoring student outcomes and helping individual colleges
improve the quality of their course delivery. This has become especially important
because of colleges’ increased use of these courses and the system’s goal to increase
use.

RECOMMENDATION 3

The Virginia Community College System should (i) periodically monitor student suc-
cess in asynchronous courses compared to the same courses taught in person and syn-
chronously, and (i) work with individual colleges to address the root causes of rela-
tively lower student success in asynchronous courses, if occurring, and implement
approaches to improve outcomes.
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State Board should evaluate use of asynchronous
courses and establish policies for their use

As noted earlier, VCCS has increased its use of online asynchronous instruction over
the past decade with 41 percent of all VCCS courses in the last year being delivered
asynchronously. Further, 10 colleges teach at least half of their courses asynchro-
nously, while all colleges teach at least one-quarter of their courses using this format.
According to its strategic plan, VCCS plans to continue expanding use of asynchro-
nous courses—by 2030, the system plans to offer all courses required for Passport and
UCGS asynchronously every semester. The plan also states VCCS will increase its
online headcount by 8,000 students (many of whom will likely take courses asynchro-
nously). VCCS college staff and research literature recognize that online asynchronous
courses are not appropriate for every student, and outcomes for asynchronous stu-
dents can be worse than their peers taking courses in other formats. While most col-
leges have expanded their use of asynchronous courses in the past decade, some col-
leges have reported that they are encouraging at least some students to take in-person
courses because of concerns about student outcomes.

While the expansion of asynchronous online courses increases access and flexibility,
VCCS and the colleges need to be sure that they strike the appropriate balance between
the proportion of courses offered online and in-person. Access and flexibility should
not necessarily always be the highest priority, especially when students are less success-
ful.

The state board should periodically evaluate the policy decision to expand the use of
asynchronous learning and determine whether further expansion is appropriate. Infor-
mation in this chapter and additional information periodically collected by VCCS can
inform this process. Key questions to address include:

e whether a difference in student success rates between asynchronous and in-
person or synchronous courses is acceptable, and the acceptable range of
differences in student success rates;

e whether certain courses should not be offered asynchronously;

e whether certain colleges should be required to increase the use of synchro-
nous, hybrid, or in-person courses and reduce the use of asynchronous

courses;

e whether the appropriate proportions of courses are offered asynchronously
and in-person across the system; and

e whether the benefits of providing asynchronous learning opportunities out-
weigh the potential adverse impact on student outcomes.

The state board should also provide colleges with policies to guide their use of differ-
ent course formats. These policies could address factors colleges should consider when
expanding asynchronous offerings, specific student outcome targets for asynchronous
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courses, or indicators that more in-person, hybrid, or synchronous sections of a course

may be needed.

RECOMMENDATION 4

The State Board for Community Colleges should periodically evaluate the use of asyn-
chronous online learning, including the appropriate balance between the number of
asynchronous, hybrid, and in-person courses in the community college system, and
establish policies to guide community colleges’ use of various course formats to min-
imize less successful student outcomes in online courses.
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3 Career and Technical Education

Career and technical education (CTE) has become increasingly important in Virginia
and the nation because of shortages of workers to fill middle-skill jobs that require
some training but not a four-year degree. One of the primary purposes of the Virginia
Community College System (VCCS) is to offer courses to meet current and projected
workforce training needs. All 23 community colleges offer technical, skill-based pro-
grams to prepare students to enter the workforce in a variety of fields including busi-
ness and accounting, health care, welding, automotive maintenance, information tech-
nology, construction, commercial driving, and logistics. These programs are focused
on teaching occupation-specific skills, with minimal or no inclusion of general educa-
tion courses like math, history, and English (sidebar). Students can earn credentials
ranging from a comprehensive applied associate degree to a narrowly focused career
studies certificate or a noncredit industry credential, with programs varying in duration
and the breadth of skills taught.

CTE programs are generally well aligned with high
demand jobs, statewide and by region

Current community college CTE programs appear well aligned with employer needs
for skilled workers to fill high demand occupations, statewide and by region. Seventy-
six percent of CTE credit enrollment and 82 percent of FastForward noncredit en-
rollment across all community colleges in the 2023-24 and 2024-25 academic years
were in a program that matches at least one occupation on the state’s high demand
occupation list. To be considered high demand, a job must meet several criteria related
to employer need but also meet minimum wage and certain education-related criteria
(sidebar). Seven of the 10 largest CTE credit programs and nine of the 10 largest
FastForward programs in enrollment directly match at least one high demand occupa-
tion (Figure 3-1). (A program may not directly match a high demand occupation on
the list because the program has no corresponding occupation code.)

The three large CTE credit programs and one large FastForward program that do not
directly match a high demand occupation code can still lead to employment in high
demand occupations (sidebar, next page). The business administration, management,
and operations program does not directly match any specific occupation code, but
community college staff indicate the program is designed to prepare students for a
variety of business-related occupations that are in high demand. For example, com-
pleters of these programs could become accounting clerks or administrative support
supervisors, both of which are on the high demand occupation list. Similarly, the pro-
gram code for the FastForward highway and road construction program does not have
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a matching occupation code, but highway maintenance workers and other road con-
struction laborers are on the high demand occupation list.

FIGURE 3-1
Most large credit CTE and FastForward programs directly match an occupation
on the state’s high demand occupation list

Matches to occupation

CTE credit enrollment on high demand list

Registered Nursing

5,166

Computer and Information Systems

[

5,107 @
Allied Health Professions, Other 4,802 .
Business Administration, Management and Operations, Other
Computer and Information Sciences

Child Care Provider/Assistant

Licensed Practical/Vocational Nursing

Mental and Social Health Services and Allied Professions, Other

Criminal Justice/Law Enforcement Administration

Accounting and Related Services, Other

Matches to occupation
on high demand list

3300 @

FastForward enrollment

Commercial Vehicle Operator and Instructor
Highway and Road Construction Trades
Welding Technology

Medical/Clinical Assistant

Phlebotomy Technician

Construction Trades, General

Electrician

HVAC Technician

Computer and Information Sciences

Nursing and Patient Care Assistant/Aide

SOURCE: JLARC staff comparison of VCCS community college enroliment in 2023-24 by CIP program (sidebar) and
the high demand occupation list, using the CIP-SOC crosswalk.

NOTE: Includes headcount enroliment. Computer and information systems includes security, auditing, and infor-
mation assurance training. Business administration, management, and operations (CIP 52.0299), mental and social
health services and allied professions (CIP 51.1599), and accounting and related services, other (CIP 52.0399) are
broad "other” categories that do not match to a standard occupation code. Highway and road construction is con-
struction trades, other (CIP 46.9999), which does not match a standard occupation code and includes the FastForward
programs for asphalt paving and other road-related construction.

Some CTE credit and FastForward programs may not match an occupation on the

state’s high demand occupation list for other reasons. For FastForward programs in
particular, programs may be in high demand in a specific region but not statewide. For
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example, the FastForward programs for marine and ship repair technicians are in high
demand in the Hampton Roads region, and only community colleges in that region
can offer the programs. In addition, certain CTE credit programs provide skills needed
in the economy but not necessarily in the magnitude of those on the high demand
occupation list (e.g., athletic trainers).

Though alignment varies by region, CTE credit and FastForward program enrollment
is also generally aligned with high demand occupations in each region (Figure 3-2).

FIGURE 3-2
Most CTE credit and FastForward enrollment across GO Virginia regions is in
programs matching statewide high demand occupations

Credit CTE

83% 85%

Overall
average
76%

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
GO Virginia region

FastForward
97% or%  100%
90% 90%
o,

I B N <A N B
Overall
average
82%

51%

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

GO Virginia region

SOURCE: JLARC staff comparison of VCCS community college enrollment in 2023-24 by CIP program and the high
demand occupation list, using the CIP-SOC crosswalk.

NOTE: The percentage in GO Region 6 is lower than other regions because the FastForward highway and road con-
struction program (which does not directly match an occupation code) is offered only in this region (by Germanna
Community College) and serves the entire state.
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VCCS and community
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FastForward courses are
short-term non-credit
courses that lead to an
industry credential. Stu-
dents can participate in
FastForward programs
even if they do not re-
ceive grant funding. This
occurs if they are nonresi-
dents of Virginia or grant
funding is depleted.

Chapter 3: Career and Technical Education

Percentages of CTE credit enrollment matching a statewide high demand occupation
range from 70 percent in GO Virginia region 4 (Richmond-Crater region) to 85 pet-
cent in region 6 (Fredericksburg-Bay region). Percentages of FastForward enrollment
matching a high demand occupation range from 51 percent in GO Virginia region 6
to 97 percent or more in three GO Virginia regions (2-Near Southwest, 7-Northern
Virginia, and 8-Piedmont-Charlottesville). The regions with lower percentages are re-
gions where business administration CTE credit programs (GO Virginia region 4) and
the FastForward highway and road construction program (GO Virginia region 6) make
up a high percentage of enrollment. These occupations do not directly match occupa-
tions on the high demand occupation list, but as noted above, are in high demand.

The general alignment with high demand jobs has occurred for multiple reasons.
VCCS policy states that CTE credit courses are to be designed primarily to meet the
needs of workers in the region, and the creation of two programs over the last decade
are specifically designed to encourage alignment with the state’s high demand occupa-
tions.

e New Economy Workforce Credential Grant (WCG) Program
(adopted in 2016). Intended to close the skills gap for middle skill workers
by creating a supply of credentialed workers for high-demand occupations.
This grant reduces student costs of non-credit programs for high demand
occupations by covering one-third of the program’s cost upon completion
and another one-third upon credential receipt. Students pay only the first
one-third of the cost at time of enrollment. FastForward non-credit pro-

grams were created to use this grant fund (sidebar).

e Get Skilled, Get a Job, Get Ahead or G3 (adopted in 2021). Provides
“last dollar” tuition assistance to eligible Virginians in a community college
program to prepare them for careers in specific high demand areas (i.e.,
health care, information technology, manufacturing, skilled trades, public
safety, and early childhood education). G3 funds can be used only to cover
the cost of tuition for CTE credit programs and the student portion of
FastForward programs that are in the specified high demand areas.

For FastForward programs specifically, each college is responsible for ensuring the
courses offered align with either statewide or regionally high demand occupations. A
college cannot offer a FastForward program if it does not align with the state’s high
demand occupation list or does not align with a high demand occupation in the region.
Colleges use the Virginia Office of Education Economics (VOEE) list of high de-
mand occupations in Virginia, other corroborating data sources, and letters of support
from businesses to document the occupation is in high demand in their region.

VCCS policy also requires that FastForward programs lead to credentials that are:

e competency based and indicative of possessing technical and occupational
skills necessary for the occupation;
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e issued by a third party (e.g., Board of Nursing, American Welding Society,
etc.) to assure relevance in the workplace; and

e portable and recognized by multiple employers and educational institutions

across Virginia (or nationwide).

CTE enrollment is shifting to shorter-term credential
programs like FastForward

One of the major changes to the higher education landscape has been growing interest
in short-term, skill-based credentials. This change is reflected in the growing propoz-
tion of CTE students enrolling in short-term FastForward courses. FastForward en-
rollment was 20,403 in FY25, and the proportion of CTE students in FastForward
courses has more than doubled since FY18 (13 percent vs. 27 percent). A recent na-
tional survey of people considering education choices found two-thirds of respond-
ents prefer a non-degree pathway similar to FastForward. The shift to FastForward
programs also furthers the statutory goal for community colleges to maximize non-
credit course offerings to meet workforce needs.

Students may prefer a FastForward program rather than a similar credit program be-
cause FastForward programs are typically shorter in duration than their credit coun-
terparts, and they are often cheaper (unless the student receives financial aid) (Figure
3-3). This means that FastForward programs allow the student to begin recouping
program costs through employment more quickly. Older students, who may already
be in the workforce, enroll in FastForward programs at higher rates than similar credit
programs, likely because of these features.

Colleges may also prefer to offer programs through FastForward rather than a similar
credit program because FastForward programs are easier to establish and discontinue,
making them more responsive to changing workforce demand. All CTE programs
(and academic transfer programs) must be reviewed and approved by the community
college administration and board. However, credit programs must undergo several lay-
ers of review and approval by the VCCS staff and board, as well as by the State Council
of Higher Education for Virginia (SCHEV) statf and council (except for career studies
certificates). In addition, they all must be approved by the entity accrediting the col-
leges. In contrast, the only state-level review and approval of FastForward programs
is the VCCS staff and board. Discontinuing credit programs also takes longer than
non-credit programs and requires involving VCCS, SCHEYV, and the accrediting entity.
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VCCS intended to ex-
pand the FastForward
program offerings and
enrollment as indicated
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budget recommendation
for $136 million to ex-
pand both credit and
non-credit CTE programs
at the community col-
leges. VCCS also re-
quested an additional
$8.5 million in last year's
budget cycle for addi-
tional WCG funds to in-
crease funding for addi-
tional FastForward
students. These requests
were not included in the
final budget.

Completion rates in Vir-
ginia compared with
other states. Three-year
graduation rates for CTE
and academic transfer
credit programs in Vir-
ginia (30 percent) are
similar to those in other
states in the region
(South Carolina, North
Carolina, West Virginia,
and Maryland), according
to the Richmond Federal
Reserve.

Chapter 3: Career and Technical Education

FIGURE 3-3
Students may prefer enrolling in a FastForward program because they are
often shorter in duration and are cheaper than similar credit programs

FastForward Career studies certificate
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SOURCE: Review of program curriculum and descriptions on community college websites.

NOTE: Tuition costs represent the cost paid by students. For FastForward programs, tuition represents the portion of
tuition student is responsible for if they complete the program (one-third of cost of program). For both FastForward
and career studies certificates, tuition costs for which the student is responsible may be lower than what is repre-
sented here if the student qualifies for additional financial aid (Pell Grant for career studies certificates, or G3 for either
type of program).

The flexibility of the FastForward program gives community colleges a greater ability
to prioritize programs that can meet unmet demands, as required by statute. Because
they can quickly start and stop programs based on employer needs, colleges can more
quickly stand up a new program when employers request one, stop offering it if de-
mand ceases, and redirect funds to other new or existing programs. Staff from several
community colleges confirmed this flexibility, noting they can more easily resume
courses later if employer demand increases again.

FastForward students tend to have positive
outcomes, at least in the short term

Positive outcomes for CTE students, such as completing CTE programs and securing
gainful employment, benefit students, employers, and the state. Understanding the out-
comes of FastForward participants is particularly important because the program is
state funded and has expanded since inception. Identifying any needed improvements
is important because VCCS has expressed interest in continuing to expand the breadth
and enrollment in the FastForward program (sidebar).

Nearly all students complete FastForward programs

Nearly all (94 percent) enrollees in FastForward programs complete the program, ac-
cording to an analysis of FastForward data (sidebar, Figure 3-4). Factors contributing
to high FastForward completion rates include students’ financial incentive to complete
the program (otherwise they must pay an additional one-third of the program cost),
and the program’ relatively short duration. FastForward programs have substantially
higher completion rates than typical credit CTE programs (22 percent for VCCS CTE
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credit programs in 2023-24) and noncredit programs in other states (75 percent based
on research of other states).

FIGURE 3-4
FastForward programs have high completion rates
95% 7% 97% 96% 95% 93%
I I I I I |
All programs | Construction Business Welding/ Mechanic/ IT Healthcare
trades precision repair

SOURCE: JLARC analysis of FastForward completion rates for FY24 at the two-digit CIP level.

Majority of FastForward program completers obtained a credential,
and the credential rate, while increasing, varies by program

About 72 percent of FastForward participants report obtaining their credential after
program completion in FY24, but the credential rate varies substantially by program
(Figure 3-5). The credential rate for FastForward programs matters because credentials
are industry recognized (a program requirement) and because the college receives the
final third of the tuition upon receipt of a reported credential. Even though colleges
encourage students to report credential receipt, these credential rates may be lower
than actual credential rates because some students probably do not report their cre-
dentials to the colleges.

Credential rates are high for some programs because participants »ust earn the cre-
dential to work in the field (e.g,, CDL programs) or because the program area has
multiple levels of credentials, and the participant must receive a lower-level credential
before entering the program to earn the higher-level credential (e.g.,, construction
trades) (sidebar). Credential rates are typically lower for programs for which a creden-
tial is not needed to get a job in the field, or because of barriers to obtaining the
credential. Colleges report that some programs have a delay between their end date
and the date of the credential test, which may contribute to lower rates of credential
attainment. For I'T-related programs, colleges report that the credential test is difficult
to pass and is not necessarily required to work in the field.
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FIGURE 3-5
Almost three-fourths of FastForward participants obtain a credential, but rates
vary by program

Average, all community colleges 72%

CDL Construction  Mechanic/ Weldingand  Health care Business [T-related
trades repair precision
metal work

SOURCE: JLARC analysis of VCCS FastForward credential rates for FY24.
NOTE: Construction trades includes highway and road construction and construction trades, general. Both have cre-
dential rates of about 82 percent each.

The majority of individual community colleges have relatively high credential rates.
Thirteen of the 23 colleges had credential rates near or above the statewide credential
rate (72 percent) for 2024, with several colleges in the southwestern part of the state
having particularly high rates. Mountain Empire, Southwest Virginia, Virginia High-
lands, Virginia Western, and Wytheville had credential rates of 86 percent to 90 per-
cent.

FastForward credential rates have increased over time, overall and particularly at some
community colleges. The credential rate across all community colleges has increased 8
percent since 2018, and 16 colleges have experienced increasing rates. Several colleges
have experienced substantial increases in credential rates since 2018, including South-
west Virginia (96 percent increase), Virginia Highlands (82 percent increase), Northern
Virginia (59 percent increase), and Virginia Peninsula (49 percent increase).

Some colleges that have experienced rate increases, or have had consistently high cre-
dential rates, appear to have achieved those rates at least partially because they have
adopted certain practices. For example, Laurel Ridge Community College staff indi-
cate that they try to schedule the credential test on the last day of class, which staff
reports has contributed to relatively high credential rates over time (rates have ranged
between 80 percent and 87 percent since 2018).

Increasing the credential rate to 75 percent by 2030 is one of VCCS’s strategic plan
goals. To help accomplish this, VCCS staff are planning to pilot certain strategies at
colleges to help improve credential rates. One of the programs included in the pilot
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will be IT, which has a 28 percent credential rate statewide. The pilot program will
replicate strategies used by Laurel Ridge’s I'T program at other community college I'T
programs across the state. Over 70 percent of students who complete Laurel Ridge’s
IT program successfully earn the credential (sidebar). Some of Laurel Ridge’s strate-
gles to improve pass rates for its programs include incorporating test preparation in
course sessions and scheduling courses to end around the same time as the credential
exam. These strategies could also be expanded to other programs with lower credential
rates, especially in health care where demand is very high.

FastForward participants experience wage growth, but not all make a
living wage

Another key indicator of FastForward program effectiveness is whether participants
are employed and earning higher wages after program completion. This section fo-
cuses on wage growth rather than employment because available employment data
does not indicate whether program completers obtain a job aligned with their training
program. In addition, available data indicates employment rates do not substantially
increase post-completion because the majority of participants were employed prior to
enrolling in FastForward.

Completion of FastForward programs and obtaining a credential led to initial annual
wage gains of about $10,800, 12 months after program completion. Wage gains for
FastForward participants vary by program, with completers of some programs expe-
riencing substantial gains. For example, FastForward completers earning paramedic
and power line worker credentials in FY23 saw median annual wage increases of
$30,000 or more. Completers of other programs, like medical billing and coding, who
received credentials had relatively small wage gains (median gain of about $1,100). The
post-completion median wage for these credential earners ($35,700) was below the
median wage for that occupation ($48,500), indicating they are likely earning entry-
level wages but could later see wage growth.

The $10,800 in annual wage gains, on average, for FastForward credential earners tends
to be lower than wage gains after completing longer duration credit programs. This
conclusion is based on comparisons of pre- and post-program wage changes for G3-
funded students completing CTE credit programs (median increase of about $21,000).
The disparity is partially attributable to credit programs leading to associate degrees,
which tend to yield higher wage gains than certificates or noncredit credentials.

Not all FastForward completers earn a living wage

Not all FastForward completers earned incomes considered to be a living wage imme-
diately after completing the program. Though not a statutory goal for the program,
the VCCS website for the FastForward program states: “Our goal is to get you trained,
help you earn your certification and get you into a career that can support you and
your family”” The median wages for FastForward participants a year after receiving
their credential was approximately $41,000, which is above a living wage threshold for
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percentage points lower
for both completers and
credential earners.
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Virginia for a household with one adult ($34,200) (sidebar) but below the threshold
for a household with one adult and one child ($49,800). A VCCS survey revealed that
approximately 58 percent of FastForward completers have one or more dependent.
This suggests that some FastForward completers may not be earning enough to cover
their household’s minimum expenses, particularly in high-cost areas, though the house-
hold could have another wage earner. A majority of FastForward completers respond-

ing to the VCCS survey reported satisfaction with their wage after completion (see
sidebar).

Some FastForward completers’ wages, though, surpass the living wage threshold for a
household with one adult and one child. For more than 50 FastForward programs
offered across community colleges (representing nearly 7,000 enrollees in FY23), the
median wages for credential earners were $50,000 or more 12 months after program
completion. Two IT-related programs (Intro to PLC programming and AWS certified
architect solutions) reported median wages for program completers of over $100,000.

Longer-term wage gains for FastForward participants are unknown, but some
occupations could have long-term wage growth

Whether FastForward participants continue to experience wage gains over time is un-
known. One of the benefits of CTE credit programs, particularly applied associate
degrees, is that wage gains continue in the long term for community college students
who earn associate degrees, according to research. Very limited research, though, has
been conducted for noncredit students, and data on wage outcomes for FastForward
participants is limited to one year to 18 months post-completion.

FastForward programs are designed to prepare participants for entry-level positions,
so many program participants are likely earning entry-level wages. However, many
FastForward participants are in occupations that have the potential for substantial
wage growth over time. A majority of the occupational categories (90 of the 157) that
align with FastForward programs demonstrate substantial wage growth potential (i.e.,
occupation wages at the 75th percentile are at least 150 percent higher than wages at
the 25th percentile), including truck drivers, carpenters, plumbers, autobody repair
technicians, clinical laboratory technicians, and cardiovascular technicians. This analy-
sis of FastForward program completers’ wages to overall wages for certain occupa-
tions suggests that FastForward credential earners’ wages may increase over time.

Some occupations, though, that align with FastForward programs may not have sub-
stantial wage growth potential. The entry-level wage (25th percentile wage) for some
occupations like electricians and industrial machinery mechanics is relatively high (ap-
proximately $47,000 and near the living wage threshold for a household of one adult
and one child). Though wages for more experienced workers (75th percentile wage)
are about $20,000 more, the percentage difference is relatively lower. Other occupa-
tions are lower wage in general but are still in high demand fields. Clinical medical
assistants are in very high demand (nearly 3,000 annual openings per year), but the
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entry-level wage is low ($35,000), and the difference in wages between entry-level and
experienced workers is relatively small (§9,400 or 27 percent).

FastForward credentials are often stackable, but stacking rates are low

VCCS policy states that where possible, FastForward credentials should be part of a
career pathways framework and be stackable, leading to a higher-level industry-recog-
nized credential or a postsecondary degree (sidebar). Research indicates stacking cre-
dentials increases employment and wages because participants acquire new skills to
advance to higher paid occupations. For example, a person who completed a certified
nursing assistant (CNA) FastForward program and received a CNA certification can
use that certification as credit toward a degree in practical or registered nursing. Related
FastForward credentials can also be stacked together, leading to career advancement
and wage growth.

Despite the potential benefits, the percentage of FastForward participants who stack
their FastForward credentials is relatively low. A prior study found that less than 14
percent of FastForward students later pursue credit courses, and VCCS staff reported
that 22 percent of FastForward participants from the start of the program through
FY?24 have earned multiple FastForward credentials.

Some individual community colleges are adopting new practices to encourage stacking,
For example, colleges are bundling FastForward credentials into packages to encour-
age participants to earn multiple related credentials to broaden their career opportuni-
ties. For example, Paul D. Camp Community College has developed a Fast-Track
Health Care program through which participants can earn three different health-care
credentials (such as certified medical assistant, phlebotomist, and EKG technician) in
five months, quickly preparing an individual with the skills to work in a variety of
health-care settings. In addition, Brightpoint Community College has developed a web-
based career pathway visualization tool to show how stacking the credentials from
available Brightpoint programs (FastForward and credit programs) can lead to career
advancement and higher wages in the manufacturing sector (sidebar).

FastForward faces potential funding challenges and
could benefit from improved program information

The FastForward program appears to offer a promising, cost-effective way to help
build the skilled workforce needed to meet employer demand. The program has expe-
rienced strong student demand, as shown by continuing enrollment growth, and has
had consistently high completion rates. Credential rates, though lower than completion
rates, have increased over time, and those that completed the program experience pos-
itive wage growth at least initially.

Moving forward, the program may face funding challenges because demand for the
program exceeds available funding. Collecting better data about the program will be
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helpful so it can be improved over time, especially if the program continues to expand
in the future.

Opportunities exist to expand FastForward, but funding is currently
constrained

Enrollment in FastForward programs has more than doubled since FY18, but despite
this rapid growth (and growth in CTE credit program enrollment), workforce short-
ages still exist based on a comparison of program enrollment to annual average job
openings. For example, FastForward enrollment was approximately 17,400 in FY24,
far less than the 182,400 job openings projected to occur that year for high demand
occupations that align with FastForward programs.

FastForward’s growth is likely to plateau in FY26 because of funding constraints on
the Workforce Credential Grant (WCG), which funds most students enrolled in
FastForward programs. WCG appropriations for FastForward have increased over
time, starting with a $5 million appropriation in FY17 and growing to $23.8 million in
FY26. VCCS staff expect the program to use the full FY26 appropriation before the
end of that fiscal year unless the colleges manage their enrollment.

VCCS and the community colleges are looking for other federal or local community
funding sources to help meet demand for FastForward tuition assistance. However,
VCCS still expects FastForward enrollment to plateau or decline in FY26 because of
funding constraints.

New federal funding may be available for short-term non-credit programs beginning
in 2027. Currently, short-term non-credit CTE programs like FastForward are not el-
igible for federal student financial assistance, particularly Pell Grants. Most students
enrolling in FastForward courses through VCCS pay for their tuition through the state-
funded WCG fund. However, the recent federal budget includes provisions to allow
Pell Grants to be used for short-term (at least eight weeks and 150 hours) workforce
programs that lead to a recognized credential. Short-term workforce programs will be
eligible for Pell Grants, but to allow time for the development of federal regulations,
Pell Grants may not be able to be used until FY27.

According to VCCS and community college staff, FastForward programs typically
would not meet the 150-hour requirement. However, Virginia stakeholders are partic-
ipating in the regulatory process, and it is possible rules can be tailored to enable the
use of Pell Grants for FastForward tuition. Pell Grant funding would provide a signif-
icant new funding source for the FastForward program. Depending on the federal
rules that are adopted, adjustments may be necessary to FastForward programs to
qualify for the funding,

To the extent that new funding (state or federal) becomes available, focusing on pro-
grams that are not currently available but would prepare individuals for occupations
with a high number of available jobs would seem prudent. Approximately 30 FastFor-
ward programs that match occupations on the state’s high demand occupation list have
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low program availability, and for some the gap between enrollment in programs and
job openings is substantial (Table 3-1). Lack of program availability can be the result
of resource constraints (such as lack of available space and faculty who can often earn
more in the private sector), high capital costs for specialized equipment, and certifica-
tion requirements that may dictate faculty-to-student ratios, faculty qualifications, and
clinical and other program requirements. Colleges reported not always being able to
meet student demand. For example, Southwest Virginia reports students may have to
wait until the next course is available because classes fill up quickly.

TABLE 3-1
Several FastForward programs are aligned with occupations that have high
numbers of job openings but very low program availability and enroliment

FastForward Annual number of
Example programs Enrollees job openings
Cloud computing 109 9,634
Human resource management 174 7,025
Plumbing 143 4,045
Masonry 16 2,783
Industrial mechanics and maintenance 204 1,630

SOURCE: JLARC analysis of VCCS FastForward enrollment for FY24, and Virginia Office of Education Economics High
Demand Occupations Dashboard.

VCCS should collect additional information to continue to refine and
improve the FastForward program

While the FastForward program appears generally effective, gaps still exist in what is
known about the program’s outcomes. If the program grows, it will be important to
fully understand how the program can be adjusted over time to make it even more
effective. More information is needed, particularly from the employer perspective, be-
cause the Code of Virginia emphasizes the program should meet employer needs.
More information also is needed about the student perspective. Key questions that
need to be answered include:

e Do employers hire program participants into occupations for which they
received training, and are these participants retained beyond any proba-

tionary periods and for at least one to two years?

e Are the credentials attained by FastForward participants typically desired
by employers, especially since some disciplines have multiple industry cre-
dentialing bodies and awards? (sidebar)

e What strategies can colleges use to increase credential rates for FastFor-

ward programs, specifically programs with lower-than-average rates?

e To what extent are FastForward participants stacking their credentials, and
does this help them to advance their careers and increase their earnings?
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e Do participants’ wages grow over a longer time horizon?

These questions could potentially be answered periodically through several methods
including:

e Employer survey. The VCCS system office, with assistance from the
community colleges, could survey businesses that have hired a sizable per-
centage of FastForward completers, (identified from further analysis of
Virginia Employment Commission employment and wage records and in-
put from community colleges). The survey could ask how well FastFor-
ward completers are prepared for their related job and the usefulness of

their credentials.

e FastForward completer survey. The current VCCS survey of FastFor-
ward completers could be refined so that completers identify the field in
which they were trained so that results could be analyzed by occupational

area.

e VCCS administrative data analysis. VCCS could perform further analy-
sis of CTE credit and FastForward enrollment and completion data to
identify the percentage of FastForward completers who attain additional
credentials (credit or FastForward) over time in the same or related occu-
pational fields.

e VEC employment and wage record analysis. SCHEV, with assistance
from VCCS, already analyzes and reports employment and wage outcomes
for FastForward completers 12 months after they receive a credential.
SCHEYV could expand its FastForward wage gains analysis to at least three-
or five-years post credential to better understand if wage gains persist over
time.

As part of the information collection process, VCCS could also work with business
stakeholders to determine if additional opportunities exist to collaborate with compa-
nies (particularly larger companies) to help address high capital costs of establishing
some FastForward programs and develop additional strategies to encourage students
to stack credentials.

RECOMMENDATION 5

The Virginia Community College System should identify opportunities to improve the
FastForward program by further evaluating whether (i) FastForward completers obtain
and keep jobs in the occupational field for which they were trained, (ii) the credentials
attained by FastForward completers are desired by employers, (iii) additional strategies
can be used to achieve higher student credential rates, (iv) FastForward participants
are stacking their credentials and thereby increasing their wages, and (v) wages increase
three and five years after program completion.
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4 Dual Enrollment

Dual enrollment programs allow high school students to earn both high school and
college credits by taking college-level courses, primarily at their high school or a
community college. Students who complete dual enrollment courses successfully
with a grade of “C” or better receive both high school and college credit for the
course (sidebar). Most dual enrollment courses are in general education subjects (e.g.,
math, English, history) and are intended for transfer to a four-year institution. A mi-
nority of dual enrollment courses are in CTE subjects (e.g., welding, nursing, auto-
motive). CTE courses are generally not taken to transfer credit to a four-year institu-
tion.

Dual enrollment students have been the fastest-growing segment of VCCS’s enroll-
ment and now make up about a quarter of total VCCS enrollment. Between 2015-16
and 2024-25, the number of dual enrollment students grew 55 percent (from 37,400
students to 58,100). Over the 10-year period, dual enrollment’s proportion of total
enrollment at VCCS increased from 15 percent to 25 percent (Figure 4-1). Dual en-
rollment student enrollment, unlike enrollment of other types of students, grew rela-
tively consistently throughout the decade.

FIGURE 4-1
Dual enrollment students were one-quarter of VCCS's enroliment in 2024-25
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SOURCE: JLARC staff analysis of VCCS annual headcount enrollment by program data, 2015-16 to 2024-25.
NOTE: Enrollment represents total headcount for each institution, which includes full-time and part-time students.
Enrollment figures include dual enrollment and FastForward students.

Legislative priorities related to dual enrollment have focused on two main areas: clar-
ifying how students can use dual enrollment to earn credits that transfer to a four-
year institution and increasing student participation in these courses. In 2018, legisla-
tion required the development of the Uniform Certificate of General Studies
(UCGS) and Passport programs, to ensure that dual enrollment courses transfer to a
public four-year institution. UCGS consists of 10 college-level courses that are
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transferable and satisfy a general education requirement at any Virginia public four-
year institution. Passport is a five-course college program that contains a subset of
courses in the UCGS and helps students satisfy some general education require-
ments. The 2024 General Assembly created the College and Career Ready Virginia
(CCRV) program, which will make UCGS/Passport dual enrollment coutses free to
students and expand the availability of these courses.

This chapter provides a status report about dual enrollment, specifically in the con-
text of the recently passed CCRV.

Dual enroliment participation has increased to more
than one-fifth of high school juniors and seniors

In recent years, Virginia Department of Education data (VDOE) data shows about
one-fifth of all 11" and 12" grade students have taken at least one dual enrollment
course annually. The percentage of 11" and 12" grade students participating in dual
enrollment grew from 12 percent in 201415 to 22 percent in 2023—24 (sidebar). Par-
ticipation growth plateaued during the years surrounding the pandemic and increased
more slowly since 2022-23 (Figure 4-2). Ultimately, approximately one-third of high
school graduates will have taken any dual enrollment courses while they were in high
school.

FIGURE 4-2
Dual enrollment students grew as a proportion of high school juniors and
seniors
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SOURCE: JLARC staff analysis of VDOE Advanced Program Participation and Fall Membership data, 2014-15 through
2023-24.

NOTE: Participation rate is the percentage of 11" and 12™ grade high school students taking at least one dual enroll-
ment course in that academic year as reported by VDOE and is not the number of students reported by VCCS.

Dual enrollment growth has varied by school division, with much of the recent growth

in several very large divisions. Ten school divisions were responsible for 60 percent of
the state’s dual enrollment growth between 2021-22 and 2023-24: Albemarle,
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Chesapeake, Chesterfield, Fairfax, Hampton, Henrico, Loudoun, Prince William, Staf-
ford, and York.

The percentage of students enrolled in dual enrollment courses varies by division.
Approximately 55 percent of divisions enroll about one-quarter of their eligible stu-
dents in dual enrollment. Most of these school divisions, 68 out of 71, were small
school divisions with under 2,000 eligible students in 2023—24. Enrollment was as low
as 5 percent or less in nine divisions and as high as 60 percent or more in eight divi-
sions.

Most dual enroliment participants take few classes
and very few earn a credential

Approximately two-thirds of high school graduates have not taken any dual enrollment
courses. The remaining students who take at least one dual enrollment course may do
so for a variety of reasons. Many dual enrollment students do not wish to complete
Passport, UCGS, or a credential before graduation, but instead take one or more dual
enrollment courses to earn some college credits, strengthen their college applications,
or experience a college course (sidebar). A State Council of Higher Education for
Virginia (SCHEV) survey of Virginia college students who took dual enrollment dur-
ing high school found that half wished to save time and money on their four-year
degree, and the remaining students had other goals, such as exploring college course-
work or gaining admission to a specific college.

Over 40 percent of dual enrollment students took one or two courses

Approximately 43 percent of dual enrollment stadents who graduated from high school
in 2024 took one or two dual enrollment courses (Table 4-1). About 30 percent of
dual enrollment students who graduated from high school in 2024 took three to five
dual enrollment courses. Students who took any dual enrollment courses during high
school accounted for between 27 and 36 percent of high school graduates in that year.
Although data was not available on the total number of 2025 high school graduates as
of the time of this report’s writing, similar numbers of presumed 2025 high school
graduates took dual enrollment courses in high school.
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TABLE 4-1
Almost half of dual enrollment students who graduated in 2024 took one to
two dual enrollment courses

Graduating dual enrollment % dual enroliment Estimated % all high
students who took... # students students school graduates
1to 2 courses 14,494 43% 12-15%

3 to 5 courses 9,997 30 8-11

6 to 9 courses 4,987 15 4-5

10 or more courses 4,026 12 3-4

2024 graduates who took any dual

33,504 100% 27-36%
enrollment courses

SOURCE: JLARC staff analysis of VCCS student, class, course, and graduation data for high school students graduating
in 2024.

NOTE: Represents cohorts of students who graduated from high school in 2024 and had taken at least one dual
enrollment course during high school. Does not represent exact total of dual enroliment students in the graduating
year cohort because some students are excluded when courses were not for credit or did not report a grade.

Small percentage of dual enroliment students, and even smaller
percentage of all high school graduates, complete a credential

A small proportion of dual enrollment students are currently completing any creden-
tials, including UCGS, Passport, or another VCCS credential. Approximately 9 percent
of dual enrolled students graduating in 2024 completed any credential (Table 4-2). A
VCCS credential could include UCGS, Passport, an associate degree, an applied asso-
ciate degree, a career studies certificate, certificate, or diploma (sidebar). Just 4 and 2
percent of dual enrolled students graduating in 2024 completed and earned the UCGS
or Passport, respectively.

TABLE 4-2
Small proportion of students complete any VCCS credential before graduation

Estimated % of all
Graduating dual enrollment % participating high school
students who... # students students graduates

...earned any VCCS credential

(¢) 2 N0

(including Passport and UCGS) 3034 9% 20-3.0%
...earned UCGS 2 1,252 4 1.0-1.3%
...completed only Passport 626 2 0.6-0.8%

SOURCE: JLARC staff analysis of VCCS student, class, course, and graduation data for high school students graduating
in 2024.

NOTE: Represents cohorts of students who graduated from high school in 2024 and had taken at least one dual
enrollment course during high school. Does not include non-VCCS students who take dual enrollment at a four-year
institution. @ Students who complete the UCGS are assumed to have completed the Passport, except in very rare
circumstances.

Opverall, about one-third of high school graduates took any dual enrollment courses
during their high school career, and a very small proportion earned a credential
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through dual enrollment. Between 27 and 36 percent of high school graduates in 2024
took at least one dual enrollment course at any point during their high school career
(sidebar). Between 2 and 3 percent of all public high school 2024 graduates earned
any VCCS credential (including UCGS or Passport) through dual enrollment.

Level of future increase in dual enrolilment
participation is unclear

Many more students than those who participate are e/gible to participate in dual enroll-
ment courses. According to data collected from school divisions for this study (side-
bar), approximately 62 percent of high school students statewide have a 3.0 grade
point average and could qualify to take dual enrollment classes, which is substantially
more than the one-third reported above who have taken at least one course (sidebar).

This substantial difference between student e/gzbi/ity and student znterest makes it chal-
lenging to plan for how much additional dual enrollment capacity may be needed to
meet student demand in the future. If all eligible high school students participated in
dual enrollment, the number of eligible dual enrollment students would increase by
between 75 and 115 percent. One potential indicator of the level of additional interest
would be how many students want to participate but cannot because courses are full
or not available. About three-fourths of divisions reported having no students on wait-
lists, while the remaining one-fourth of divisions did. Using waitlists to measure de-
mand or interest, though, has limitations. For example, waitlists would not indicate
whether a student wanted to take a course that was not offered.

Experience in other states suggests there may not be substantially more additional
demand for dual enrollment in the future. Other states that offer tuition-free dual en-
rollment courses have similar participation rates to Virginia. In other states that offer
some form of free dual enrollment, almost one-third of high school graduates partic-
ipate in dual enrollment. For example, Kentucky offers a scholarship for dual enroll-
ment, and 34 percent of 2022 graduates took at least one dual enrollment course.
North Carolina also offers a scholarship for dual enrollment, and 36 percent of 2023—
24 graduates took at least one dual enrollment course while in high school. These
programs include free tuition for CTE courses, which CCRV does not currently re-
quire.

Several factors could limit level of additional participation in dual
enrollment

Several student factors could temper future dual enrollment growth. Lack of prepara-
tion and demonstrated academic performance, alternative advanced course options,
competing interests, and a modest pending decline in high school student population
may in combination continue to limit the number of students who enroll in dual en-
rollment courses.
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Learning loss from the COVID-19 pandemic may continue to reduce the proportion
of high school students who are prepared to take dual enrollment classes. Those who
are behind academically are less likely to seek advanced level coursework. Learning
loss among K—12 students and college students has been widely reported by school
division staff, staff at four-year higher education institutions, and staff at community
colleges across interviews conducted for JLARC studies over the past four years. Aside
from COVID-19 impacts, dual enrollment classes are likely to remain an unsuitable
option for many academically average students.

The number of students seeking dual enrollment may also be reduced by other com-
peting options to earn college credit while in high school, such as Advanced Placement
(AP) and International Baccalaureate (IB) courses (sidebar). The largest and most rec-
ognizable of these programs are AP courses, which have been offered in most high
schools for longer than dual enrollment and also provide an opportunity to gain col-
lege credit in high school. Most school divisions have more experience offering AP
and IB courses compared with dual enrollment, and the teacher credentialing require-
ments for AP and IB courses are typically easier to fulfill than for dual enrollment.
Additionally, because of the longer experience and recognition of AP and IB courses
among parents, families, and students, AP and IB courses may be perceived as offering
higher quality material and instruction than dual enrollment courses offered through
the community colleges (sidebar, next page).

More broadly, high school students have competing interests and commitments that
may prevent them from participating in dual enrollment. Many high school juniors and
seniors play sports, are involved in extracurricular activities, or have after-school jobs.
These other commitments may limit the time available for taking advanced level
coursework like dual enrollment, which often can require a larger time commitment
than typical high school classes.

Finally, the number of high school students will begin to decline over the next few
years, which could slow future dual enrollment growth. The Weldon Cooper Center
for Public Service at UVA projects that the number of 11" and 12" grade students
enrolled in Virginia public schools will decline an average of 0.6 percent annually be-
tween the 2025-26 and 203031 academic years. These declines will result in about
5,200 fewer 11" and 12" grade students across the state by the 2030-31 academic year.
Even if the percentage of 11" and 12" grade students who participate in dual enroll-
ment continues to increase in future years, the growth will likely be moderated by a
shrinking number of total 11" and 12* grade students.

Potential for additional dual enrollment growth varies by division, but
all divisions are incentivized through new accountability framework

The CCRYV establishes that all qualified students for dual enrollment should have the
opportunity to complete the Passport and UCGS, implying that all school divisions
must provide access to the courses needed to complete these programs. However,
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school divisions vary in available resources (qualified dual enrollment teachers) and
potential demand (interested and qualified students) for dual enrollment. Some divi-
sions may be better positioned to offer all courses required for CCRV and expand their
programs.

As described earlier, 10 school divisions were responsible for 60 percent of the state’s
dual enrollment growth between 2021-22 and 2023-24. Despite the rapid growth in
dual enrollment in these 10 divisions, six of these divisions still enroll a lower percent-
age of 11" and 12" grade students in dual enrollment than the statewide average, in-
dicating that dual enrollment could continue to grow in these divisions.

Future dual enrollment growth is also likely to come from these six divisions because
most are among the state’s largest divisions. If the six high growth divisions with dual
enrollment participation below the state average were to increase participation to the
statewide average (22 percent), they would add almost 3,500 dual enrollment students.
That growth from just these six divisions would result in a 6 percent increase in dual
enrollment students statewide (roughly equivalent to the statewide increase annually
over the last few years).

Many school divisions may already be enrolling close to the maximum number of
students who are both eligible and interested in taking dual enrollment courses, so they
are unlikely to see much additional future growth. At least 30 percent of students par-
ticipated in dual enrollment in 45 divisions; more than 50 percent participated in more
than 20 divisions (though nearly all these divisions are relatively small). Since these
divisions already enroll a larger proportion of their eligible students in dual enrollment
than average, these divisions are not likely to have as much additional dual enrollment
growth in the future.

Divisions’ enrollment differences can result from several factors. School division lead-
ership and high school counselors who emphasize dual enrollment may direct more
qualified students and their parents to dual enrollment programs. Larger divisions or
high schools may be able to offer more courses because they have a larger teacher pool
from which to find teachers qualified or willing to become certified to teach dual en-
rollment. Finally, some divisions’ local population may prefer other advanced course-
work (AP or IB) or put less emphasis on advanced coursework entirely.

As of this school year, the state’s new K—12 accountability framework will reward
schools when more students take and succeed in dual enrollment courses. The
School Performance and Support Framework includes a college and career readiness
indicator for enrollment, employment, and enlistment (3Es). High schools are
awarded points for each student that completes a 3Es achievement, and those points
contribute to a school’s overall score as a measure of school performance. Dual en-
rollment is included in the “enrollment” portion of the 3Es, and schools receive
points based on students successfully completing courses (sidebar).
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Dual enrollment propo-
nents assume that stu-
dents will “replace” AP
courses with dual enroll-
ment. However, research
in Colorado found that
the Concurrent Enroll-
ment Programs Act
(2009) that eliminated
student costs and estab-
lished a statewide dual
enrollment program did
not result in students re-
placing AP courses with
dual enrollment courses.
Rather, researchers
found that AP and dual
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different student popula-
tions.

As Colorado’s dual en-
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55 percent from 2020-

2023, the AP participa-

tion rate in the state re-
mained around 22 per-
cent each year.

The state’s new K-12 ac-
countability framework
awards points when stu-
dents complete dual en-
roliment courses. Schools
are awarded points as fol-
lows:

e 0.5 pts for 1 dual en-
rollment course and
earning a “C" grade;

e 0.75 pts for 1 to 2 dual
enrollment course(s)
and earning a "B"
grade;

¢ 1 pt for 3+ dual enroll-
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ing a "B" grade; and

e 1.25 pts for earning an
associate degree prior
to high school gradua-
tion.




JLARC's 2023 Virginia's
K-12 Teacher Pipeline
report describes the
state’s teacher shortage
and some options to alle-
viate it.
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Shortage of dual enroliment teachers continues to be an impediment

The availability of high school teachers certified to teach dual enrollment courses is a
longstanding challenge that still impacts dual enrollment availability and access today.
Both the 2017 and 2022 JLARC studies found that a shortage of qualified dual enroll-
ment teachers was the primary limitation on expanding dual enrollment. That dynamic
has not changed. Approximately 70 percent of school divisions responding to
JLARC’s data collection instrument said that a shortage of qualified and willing teach-
ers is still the primary limitation on offering additional dual enrollment courses in the
high school.

Credentialing requirements and additional workload deter teachers from teaching dual
enrollment courses. To become credentialed, the community colleges’ accrediting body
generally requires that teachers have a master’s degree, including a minimum of 18
graduate-level credit hours in the subject being taught. While many high school teach-

ers have a master’s degree, they do not necessarily have the 18 graduate-level credit
hours in the discipline they are teaching. Additionally, teaching dual enrollment courses
generally requires a greater time commitment than other high school courses because
teachers must ensure that course content and delivery are consistent with the courses
offered by community college faculty. Community colleges also require that dual en-
rollment grades be entered using the community college’s learning management sys-
tem (LMS), Canvas, which can be different than the system used by some school divi-
sions.

The state has provided some funding to alleviate the tuition costs for teachers who
want to complete graduate-level courses to become qualified to teach dual enrollment,
but most awards have been concentrated in a few divisions. The General Assembly
has appropriated $250,000 annually for this fund since FY20 and increased the appro-
priation to $350,000 in FY25. Use of the funds has increased since 2022 when only
$36,000 was used; in FY24, $236,000 was awarded to 77 teachers. CCRV directs VCCS
and VDOE to work together to develop additional initiatives to provide incentives to
teachers to become credentialed for dual enrollment and to teach dual enrollment.

Though the number of vacant teacher positions has recently been declining, the
broader teacher shortage exacerbates the shortage of dual enrollment qualified teach-
ers (sidebar). Many divisions have vacancies they need to fill to provide standard, hon-
ors, and AP courses without considering dual enrollment. VDOE data indicates that
school divisions had just over 600 unfilled teaching positions across English, science,
math, and history in the 2024-25 school year (2.3 percent vacancy rate), a slight im-
provement over the prior two years.
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CCRV implementation is underway, but additional
effort and realistic planning is needed

During this study, VCCS, VDOE, community colleges, and school divisions were in
the process of implementing the CCRV legislative requirements. Much of the planning
to implement CCRV through February 2025 had been contingent on securing a gen-
eral fund appropriation for the program, which VCCS did not receive during the 2025
session. Given that it did not receive funding, VCCS indicated it would use a phased
approach for implementing CCRYV, using five internally staffed workgroups to phase
in implementation over the next year (sidebar).

During this initial phase, VCCS will need to apply additional scrutiny to the implemen-
tation of widespread virtual learning, incorporation of CTE into CCRY, division-by-
division demand for dual enrollment, and planning and coordination.

Students will no longer be charged tuition and fees to take certain
dual enrollment courses

To meet CCRV requirements, VCCS has directed all colleges to eliminate tuition and
fee charges for dual enrollment UCGS and Passport courses beginning in fall 2025.
Eliminating these tuition charges will meet the requirement to not charge students.
(Colleges will still receive prorated state funding through the community college fund-
ing formula.)

Some colleges already did not charge for dual enrollment, but the majority had been
charging at least some tuition. Many larger community colleges (including Brightpoint,
Northern Virginia, Tidewater, and Virginia Peninsula) already offered UCGS and Pass-
port classes on high school campuses and taught by high school faculty free of charge
prior to CCRV. However, as of fall 2024, 14 colleges were still charging varying tuition
amounts to all dual enrollment students, and these colleges served approximately 35
percent of all dual enrollment students statewide. This change will mean that no stu-
dents who take UCGS and Passport courses will need to pay tuition starting in 2025—
26.

Additional student demand will mostly be met through online courses

To meet CCRV requirements, colleges are working with school divisions to ensure that
every qualified student who wants to complete UCGS or Passport will have a pathway
to do so, but this will require online courses in many divisions that do not have re-
sources to offer all courses in high schools. CCRV allows VCCS to offer these courses
to students virtually.

Some, but not all, school divisions already offered pathways and courses sufficient for
students to complete UCGS or Passport, according to existing contracts between com-
munity colleges and school divisions for the last academic year (2024-25). JLARC staff
reviewed 130 dual enrollment contracts for last academic year and found that seven
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workgroups are each re-
sponsible for reviewing
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ance one of the following
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¢ Course offerings and
delivery
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e Systemwide funding
and cost

VDOE and VCCS are re-
quired to provide an up-
date on the status of
CCRV implementation to
the General Assembly on
October 1, 2025.




The governor's proposed
budget for the amended
FY25-26 biennium (intro-
duced during the 2025
session) included $35 mil-
lion in funding to support
the CCRV program. These
funds were not included
in the Appropriation Act.

Career and Technical Ed-
ucation courses cost
more per pupil than aca-
demic transfer courses
because of material costs
related to course instruc-
tion. For example, a weld-
ing course requires col-
leges to purchase raw
materials students use to
learn skills in each class
period. In contrast, out-
side of lab materials for
sciences, colleges do not
incur expenditures for
most academic transfer
courses beyond the cost
of an FTE teaching posi-
tion and other standard
education delivery costs.

See Chapter 5 for more
information about CTE
course costs.
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school divisions (5 percent) outlined a pathway to complete UCGS using only high
school instructors for dual enrollment courses. An additional 91 school divisions (70
percent) had pathways for students to complete UCGS last academic year, but these
school divisions needed to use virtual and community college resources to allow stu-
dents to complete UCGS. The remaining 32 school divisions (25 percent) did not de-
scribe a pathway for allowing students to complete UCGS.

For the majority of school divisions that did not have high school resources sufficient
to offer a pathway for students to complete UCGS, offering virtual courses may have
several advantages. Virtual courses make it easier to find faculty because they do not
need to be located near a college or high school, avoid the need to transport students
to local colleges or other high schools in a division, and allow VCCS to offer a single
virtual course to several small divisions. For instances in which VCCS needs to supply
the faculty for a dual enrollment course, the college would incur costs for the faculty
tme.

While offering courses virtually may be an efficient solution to meeting CCRV’s re-
quirements, VCCS and VDOE will need to closely monitor course quality and out-
comes for dual enrollment students in virtual courses. VCCS system office staff, col-
lege staff, and the Virginia Board of Education have all cautioned that online learning
may not be appropriate for all high school students who are taking accelerated classes.
Additionally, as discussed in Chapter 2 of this report, students are somewhat less likely
to be successful in certain online asynchronous courses compared with in-person
courses. Appropriately, CCRV requires VCCS and VDOE to develop a plan to collect
and report state-level and division-level data on outcomes.

Required planning to incorporate CTE courses into CCRV is ongoing

The CCRV requires VCCS and VDOE to establish a workgroup to develop and rec-
ommend an approach to incorporating CTE into the CCRV program. Legislation re-
quires the workgroup to gather data about courses, instructors, and costs, and assess
whether CTE dual enrollment courses meet industry needs. The legislation also re-
quires the workgroup to recommend how to incorporate CTE into the CCRV pro-
gram (including a description of legislative action required to accomplish the recom-
mendations).

Though incorporating CTE would provide additional opportunities for high school
students who want to directly enter the workforce after graduation, this effort is still a
work in progress. The workgroup, which was convened by the secretary of education
in October 2024 to guide CCRV implementation, included some discussion of CTE
dual enrollment, but it did not conduct the extensive data collection or issue the de-
tailed recommendations envisioned by the CCRV legislation.

VCCS staff described this work as ongoing and consisting of discussions with com-
munity college workforce directors about the dual enrollment CTE courses that are
currently offered, could be added to the CCRYV, and their cost per pupil (sidebar). This
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work is to help identify the extent to which CTE dual enrollment is useful for, available
to, and accessible to students statewide. VCCS and VDOE will need to prioritize col-
lecting the data and information required by CCRV and include it in their annual
CCRYV report to the General Assembly.

Better information and additional coordination are critical to
effective CCRV implementation

Given dual enrollment is a statewide policy priority, VCCS and VDOE must coordi-
nate effectively to better understand demand for and school divisions’ capacity to of-

fer dual enrollment. This will require close and formal communication between
VCCS and VDOE staff.

Though K—~12 education and the community college system are technically separate
educational systems, CCRV implementation requires effective coordination between
them. The challenges achieving this coordination are exemplified by the difficulty
even understanding how many students have historically participated in dual enroll-
ment and earned a credential. JLARC staff obtained and merged several different
VCCS and VDOE datasets to conduct analysis for this chapter. Staff encountered in-
consistencies in the data. For example, VCCS reports over 12,000 more dual enroll-
ment students in academic year 2023-24 than VDOE reports. Although there are
likely some valid explanations for this difference, JLARC staff could not resolve the
difference because VCCS does not record data on a dual enrollment student’s school
division, high school, or grade level. Staff also found gaps in critical data, such as
whether a student ultimately obtained a credential or completed a post-secondary
program, specifically with the Passport program.

Better information would facilitate a more realistic understanding of future
demand, which is critical to avoid building unneeded capacity

Uncertainty around future demand for dual enrollment and other factors that may
limit dual enrollment growth complicate effectively planning further CCRV implemen-
tation. As noted previously, future student demand for dual enrollment is unclear, and
there are several factors that will limit its growth at least to some extent. There are also,
however, several unimplemented CCRV requirements that may increase student de-
mand or dual enrollment capacity:

e increasing participation from underrepresented groups of students;

e increasing the number of qualified dual enrollment teachers; and

e improving communication and awareness about the availability of dual en-
rollment.

VCCS and school divisions need to develop a realistic understanding of future demand
to best serve interested students and operate efficiently. Creating too much dual en-
rollment capacity would be inefficient. Time and effort to develop new or additional
courses would not be well spent if students are not interested in taking those courses.
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Moreover, resources used to create unneeded capacity would impose an unnecessary
burden and workload on school divisions, taking time and focus away from other pri-
orities.

Developing a more realistic understanding of future demand will require VCCS to
collect and analyze additional information from school divisions. This information
could help VCCS and school divisions better understand the pipeline of future 11®
and 12" graders interested in and eligible for dual enrollment courses, level of unmet
demand among students currently eligible, and other potentially “competing” course-
work that could limit future demand. The type of information that would need to be
collected and analyzed could include:

e the number of 9th and 10th grade students taking honors courses or ad-
vanced math (e.g, students that took Algebra I in 8th grade), who may be
more likely to enroll in dual enrollment;

e the number of students on a dual enrollment course waitlist and the course
they are waiting to take; and

e the types and number of AP, IB, and Cambridge advanced courses school
divisions offer, to better understand the magnitude of alternatives to dual
enrollment courses.

Collecting this additional information may represent an extensive effort for VCCS
staff because they will need to coordinate with every school division in the state and
VDOE. However, collecting this information could help VCCS and the school divi-
sions plan for the appropriate resources needed to comply with CCRV and provide
high quality instruction to dual enrollment students.

VCCS lacks dedicated coordinator for dual enroliment and CCRV

VCCS has historically integrated responsibility for dual enrollment into roles with
other responsibilities. Academic policy, finance, general administration, and other staff
are responsible for coordinating with each other on dual enrollment.

However, with the passage of CCRV, dual enrollment will likely require dedicated
staff to focus on certain aspects of dual enrollment. Dedicating one or two staff po-
sitions at the system office to dual enrollment would give dedicated staff responsibil-
ity for coordinating dual enrollment needs across VCCS’s divisions (sidebar). A dedi-
cated staff position would also give the colleges a consistent point person for
managing any policy confusion. VCCS should create at least one FTE position to
tulfill this role. This new coordinator could also help facilitate coordination between
VCCS and VDOE by ensuring consistent and accurate information is available about
dual enrollment from each individual college.

RECOMMENDATION 6
The Virginia Community College System should create a new staff position solely
dedicated to coordinating dual enrollment within the system and among colleges.
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5 Efficiency at VCCS Colleges

Declining enrollment, shifting program enrollment, and upcoming demographic
changes necessitate that community colleges operate as efficiently as possible. These
ongoing and predicted changes could significantly affect VCCS’s spending and reve-
nue. Moreover, given the importance of maintaining affordability and access for stu-
dents and the substantial amount of state general funds provided to VCCS, the sys-
tem has a responsibility to operate efficiently. In part because of rising carry forward
balances, the analysis in this chapter uses spending rather than appropriations data

(sidebar).

The system office and individual colleges are aware of the importance of efficiency.
For example, since 2017, the state board has assessed individual colleges annually using
a four-metric framework that includes their costs. The framework identified Eastern
Shore in September 2018 for further review (sidebar). This annual exercise is valuable
but does not consider efficiency of the system across colleges. VCCS’s strategic plan
appropriately identifies some of the colleges’ efficiency challenges and includes op-
tions to react to these changes. For example, the plan acknowledges declining enroll-
ment in traditional academic transfer courses and identifies focusing on workforce
development and dual enrollment programs as a strategy to address that decline.

VCCS also seeks to reduce spending through its shared services center. This includes
systemwide procurement, accounts payable, and travel management for all colleges.
More broadly, colleges also manage their own budgets, which may require reducing
spending. Several colleges have reported taking actions to cut costs and improve effi-
ciency, including laying off staff, eliminating or pausing programs with low enrollment
or high costs, and sharing physical space with other community organizations (e.g,,
housing a lab school in college buildings, allowing the county to use the college library
as the county public library).

Small colleges experience efficiency challenges

Some VCCS colleges have very low enrollments that make it more difficult to operate
efficiently, especially when responding to declining enrollment. Half of all VCCS col-
leges have enrollment at or below 2,200 FTEs (Table 5-1, sidebar, next page). These
small colleges tend to be in less populated and rural areas of the state. Additionally,
these colleges tend to rely more on dual enrollment students for their enrollment,
which means a larger proportion of their students are not taking classes on campus
and do not pay tuition. VCCS’s median size college (Blue Ridge with 2,370 FTEs) is
four times larger than VCCS’s smallest college (Mountain Gateway with 600 FTEs);
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This chapter uses a full-
time equivalent (FTE)
student as the enroll-
ment metric, rather than
total headcount, which is
used in the rest of this re-
port unless otherwise
noted.

FTE is used because it is a
standard way of reporting
enrollment that accounts
for the number of credit
hours students are en-
rolled in (15 hours per se-
mester; 30 hours per aca-
demic year) and allows
for standardized compari-
son of student enrollment
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credit FastForward stu-
dents in this chapter and
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tions. See Appendix B for
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mation technique.
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the largest college (Northern Virginia Community College) is over 50 times larger than
the smallest college.

TABLE 5-1
Half of VCCS colleges have FTE enrollment under 2,200 students
Colleges below Colleges at or
median FTEs, % FTEs dual| above median FTEs, % FTEs dual
enrollment 2024-25 enrollment| enrollment 2024-25 enrollment
Mountain Gateway 600 32% |Blue Ridge 2,370 11%
Eastern Shore 640 32 Central Virginia 2,440 27
Paul D. Camp 840 31 New River 2,620 31
Virginia Highlands 1,380 26 Piedmont Virginia 2,850 24
Mountain Empire 1,480 29 Virginia Western 3,720 21
Wytheville 1,530 30 Laurel Ridge 3,820 32
Patrick & Henry 1,550 26 Virginia Peninsula 4,090 21
Danville 1,610 26 Brightpoint 5,460 17
Rappahannock 1,790 44 J. Sargeant Reynolds 5710 19
Southwest Virginia 1,800 15 Germanna 5,830 16
Southside Virginia 2,120 40 Tidewater 11,030 12
Northern Virginia 31,580 15

SOURCE: JLARC analysis of VCCS student data, 2024-25.
NOTE: FTEs include dual enrollment and non-credit FastForward students. Figures are rounded.

Dual enrollment students make up a significant portion of enrollment at most small
community colleges, particularly the state’s three smallest colleges. For each of these
colleges, at least 30 percent of their enrollment is dual enrollment, meaning the college
does not collect tuition for most of these students. In addition, most of these students
are not taking their courses on campus or with college faculty (over 80 percent of dual
enrollment courses are taught at high schools by high school instructors). Without dual
enrollment students, enrollment at Mountain Gateway is 400 FTEs, enrollment at
Eastern Shore is 440 FTEs, and enrollment at Paul D. Camp is 580 FTEs.

Small colleges have higher spending per student

VCCS’s smallest colleges (Eastern Shore, Mountain Gateway, and Paul D. Camp) have
the highest per student spending of all colleges in the system. Eastern Shore spent the
most per student, approximately $23,300 per FTE student in FY24. Mountain Gate-
way and Paul D. Camp spent approximately $22,500 and $20,000 per FTE, respectively.

Generally, larger colleges spend less per student than small colleges because they can
take advantage of economies of scale. The largest VCCS colleges with over 10,000
students have the lowest spending, averaging $13,000 per FTE. Spending per student
generally increases incrementally based on college size (Figure 5-1). Each college has
fixed costs, regardless of its size. For example, all colleges must have a president,
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administrative staff, student services staff, library, and other resources needed to op-
erate as an independent college.

FIGURE 5-1
Smaller colleges tend to spend more per student

10K+ Northern Virginia $13.0K
FTE Tidewater per FTE
Brightpoint
Germanna
5K - 3K ! Sargeant Reynolds $13.3K
ETE Laurel Ridge per FTE
Virginia Peninsula
Virginia Western
New River
3K - 2K Central Virginia $14.5K
FTE Piedmont Virginia per FTE
Blue Ridge
Southside Virginia
Wytheville
Rappahannock
2K - 1K Virginia Highlands $16.9K
FTE Patrick & Henry per FTE
Southwest Virginia
Danville
Mountain Empire
Paul D. Camp
<IK Mountain Gateway - 521'7'(
FTE Eastern Shore RERIE
S0 $5K $10K $15K $20K $25K

SOURCE: JLARC analysis of VCCS student enrollment data, 2023-24, VCCS financial statements, FY24.
NOTE: Spending excludes the system office and shared services center. Spending is adjusted for inflation.

Northern Virginia Community College, VCCS’s largest college with over 30,000 FTEs,
has the system’s second lowest spending per FTE. In FY24, Northern Virginia spent
approximately $12,500 per FTE. Even though the college is located in the highest cost
region of the state, it can take advantage of very large economies of scale, which more
than make up for the region’s higher costs.

Brightpoint Community College has the system’s lowest spending per FTE at $11,400.
Although Brightpoint is not the system’s largest college, it is among the largest and
jointly operates its workforce development program with the other college in the re-
gion, J. Sargeant Reynolds Community College, reducing both colleges’ spending.
Brightpoint and Reynolds operate a single workforce development program, the Com-
munity College Workforce Alliance, which serves the whole Richmond/Crater region
(GO Virginia Region 4), rather than each operating an independent workforce devel-
opment program. This is efficient for both colleges.
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Spending per student has increased at more than half of small colleges

Declining enrollment is contributing to increases in spending per student at commu-
nity colleges. Among all community colleges, spending per FTE student increased only
slightly, by about 1 percent ($13,889 to $13,962) between FY18 and FY24 (inflation
adjusted). However, spending per student has increased more substantially at some
smaller colleges.

Per student spending at five colleges increased more than 10 percent (adjusting for
inflation) between FY18 and FY24, and four of those colleges were small (Figure 5-
2). Per student spending at Rappahannock increased by 20 percent, at Mountain Em-
pire by 17 percent, at Virginia Highlands by 15 percent, and at Mountain Gateway by
13 percent from FY18 to FY24 (adjusting for inflation). Mountain Gateway is one of
the smallest schools with fewer than 1,000 FTEs, and the other three are below median
enrollment. Central Virginia had the largest increase in per student spending, 21 per-
cent, and has enrollment around the system median. Additionally, 13 of the 16 colleges
with spending increases also experienced enrollment declines in that same period.
Spending per student often increases as enrollment declines because of fixed costs
that cannot be reduced as enrollment (and associated tuition revenue) drops.

FIGURE 5-2
Spending per student increased for most colleges from 2017-18 to 2023-24

=~ All colleges 1%

21%
20%

Central Virginia
Rappahannock
Mountain Empire
Virginia Highlands
Mountain Gateway
Virginia Western
Danville
Paul D. Camp
Brightpoint
Tidewater
Blue Ridge
Germanna
New River
Laurel Ridge
Southwest Virginia

Piedmont Virginia
Eastern Shore
Wytheville
Patrick & Henry
Northern Virginia
Virginia Peninsula
J. Sargeant Reynolds

14% Southside Virginia

SOURCE: JLARC analysis of VCCS student enroliment data, 2017-18 through 2023-24, VCCS financial statements,
FY18 through FY24.
NOTE: Spending excludes the system office and shared services center. Spending is adjusted for inflation.
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Some small colleges have very small class sizes

Some small colleges are holding common general education courses with fewer than
10 students (sidebar, Figure 5-3). At Southside Virginia, 47 percent of general educa-
tion classes in fall 2024 had fewer than 10 students. In fall 2024, Eastern Shote held
40 percent of these courses with fewer than 10 students, and Paul D. Camp held 35
percent of these courses with fewer than 10 students. Colleges that held 20 percent or
more of their common general education courses with fewer than 10 students were all
small with lower enrollment than the VCCS median, and the system’s three smallest

colleges were included in this group.

FIGURE 5-3

Several colleges teach a substantial proportion of courses with fewer than 10

students

All colleges 8%

Southside Virginia
Eastern Shore
Paul D. Camp
Rappahannock
Mountain Gateway
Patrick & Henry 18%
Blue Ridge 16%
Virginia Western 14%
Virginia Highlands 11%
Central Virginia 11%
Danville 8%
Virginia Peninsula 8%
Brightpoint | 8%
Southwest Virginia 1 7%
Mountain Empire 17%
Laurel Ridge 6%
Piedmont Virginia 5%
Tidewater 4%
New River 4‘%
Wytheville 3% :
Germanna 3% !
J. Sargeant Reynolds 2%
Northern Virginia 0%

40%
35%
27%
23%

SOURCE: JLARC analysis of VCCS course enroliment data, fall 2024.

NOTE: Includes the 20 highest enroliment courses taught within VCCS. Excludes labs, developmental courses, and

courses taught via Shared Services Distance Learning.
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JLARC staff reviewed the
proportion of courses
that were taught asyn-
chronously in the 2024~
25 school year. The
analysis focused on asyn-
chronous courses, rather
than all courses with
online components, be-
cause these classes are
unlikely to use any physi-
cal space resources on
the campus. Across the
system, the median col-
lege taught 49 percent of
courses asynchronously.
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Most larger colleges typically have larger classes. The state’s five largest community
colleges each have 8 percent or less of their general education courses with enrollment
of fewer than 10 students.

Declining enrollment and the ongoing shift toward CTE courses have resulted in the
average class size declining at most colleges. This is not inherently bad; smaller class
sizes can be associated with higher quality instruction for students. However, when
classes become too small, they can be inefficient for a college to offer. At current
tuition rates, community colleges may not “break even” on courses where enrollment
falls below 10 students when accounting for faculty and other indirect costs.

Online education reduces space utilization, especially at small colleges

All colleges are offering a significant proportion of their courses online in asynchro-
nous formats. All but one college offers 30 percent or more of their courses through
an online asynchronous format, and 10 colleges offer over half of their courses asyn-
chronously (sidebar). Of these 10 colleges, five were very small colleges that enroll
under 2,000 FTEs: Danville, Eastern Shore, Mountain Empire, Paul D. Camp, and
Southwest Virginia. (The other five colleges with over 50 percent of classes asynchro-
nous online were Blue Ridge, Central Virginia, Germanna, Laurel Ridge, and Virginia
Peninsula.)

A key reason these colleges with very small enrollments exist is to provide convenient
physical access to higher education for all Virginians. College and campus locations
were originally chosen to put every Virginian within approximately a 30-mile driving
distance of a VCCS campus. Because these colleges are in lower-population and rural
areas of the state, they generally have low enrollment, which results in higher spending
per student (Table 5-2). As these colleges increasingly provide education via virtual
platforms, their original purpose of providing physical access raises new questions
about space utilization and efficiency, even as a physical presence remains important
for certain students.

Most VCCS colleges, including these five small colleges with particularly high online
asynchronous learning rates, have relatively low physical space utilization rates. The
combination of enrollment declines, dual enrollment that is primarily located at high
schools, and increasing use of online education results in lower use of physical spaces.
Additionally, many of the non-credit CTE programs may use non-traditional and
rented spaces (e.g., driving ranges for CDL, garages for diesel mechanics, welding cu-
bes for welding, pole yards for power line workers) rather than on-campus facilities.
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TABLE 5-2
Five small colleges have high proportions of classes taught asynchronously

% courses

FTEs, $ per FTE asynchronous
2024-25 FY24 2024-25
Eastern Shore 640 $23,300 60%
Paul D. Camp 840 $20,000 58
Mountain Empire 1,480 $19,200 54
Danville 1,610 $18,600 53
Southwest Virginia 1,800 $18,000 51
VCCS median 2,370 $14,000 49

SOURCE: JLARC analysis of VCCS student and class data, 2023-24 and 2024-25, and VCCS financial statements, FY24.
NOTE: Excludes dual enrollment courses.

The median VCCS college is using its physical space less than SCHEV guidelines. The
median college uses its classrooms 24 hours per week and fills 40 percent of classroom
seats when used. SCHEV’s guidelines state that classrooms should be used 40 hours
per week, with 60 percent of seats filled when in use. Classroom utilization at the five
small colleges with the highest percentage of asynchronous courses falls well below
SCHEV guidelines (Table 5-3).

TABLE 5-3
Low space utilization at VCCS colleges, including small colleges with high
asynchronous course utilization

Avg hours per week % seats filled when
classroom in use classroom in use
Mountain Empire 12 12%
Paul D. Camp (main campus) 15 40
Southwest Virginia 20 23
Paul D. Camp (Suffolk campus) 25 24
Danville 25 30
Eastern Shore 27 40
VCCS median 24 40
SCHEV guideline 40 60%

SOURCE: SCHEV Space Utilization Report, Fall 2024.
NOTE: Paul D. Camp has two campuses, one in Franklin and one in Suffolk. SCHEV reports space utilization separately
for each community college campus.

Low space utilization creates efficiency challenges, especially at small community col-
leges that already have high per student spending, Funds and other resources are nec-
essary to maintain these spaces. Across all colleges, approximately 14 percent of oper-
ating expenses are for facility operations and maintenance, but at individual colleges
these expenses range between 7 and 20 percent of operating expenses. Three of the
five very small colleges with high online course utilization spend a higher proportion
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SCHEV space utilization
data includes use of
space for college credit
courses. The data ex-
cludes other space usage,
specifically: non-credit
courses, high school
courses, governor's or lab
schools, or other regular
community uses of com-
munity college space.
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than average on facility operations and maintenance—19 percent at Paul D. Camp, 16
percent at Danville, and 15 percent at Eastern Shore.

VCCS indicates that SCHEV space utilization reports do not account for alternative
uses at colleges, but VCCS does not collect information on these uses (sidebar). This
makes it difficult to discern the extent to which these physical spaces are used. To
better monitor efficiency, VCCS should collect more comprehensive data on how cam-
pus spaces are used, given the significant resources required for their maintenance and

upkeep.

RECOMMENDATION 7
The State Board for Community Colleges should direct staff to begin collecting com-
prehensive information about how colleges are utilizing physical space, including data

on non-credit courses and other uses, such as rentals or use by local governments or
K-12 schools.

Although most VCCS
students are traditional
college age, few stu-
dents appear to enroll
directly after high
school graduation. Ac-
cording to SCHEV data,
only 10 percent of VCCS's
fall semester students
graduated from a Virginia
high school within the
past 12 months.

JLARC's 2024 Higher Ed-
ucation Institutional Vi-
ability report describes
the changing landscape
for four-year institutions
and assesses the viability
of each of Virginia's four-
year institutions.

Fewer high school students and additional
competition may reduce future enroliment

Efficiency challenges may increase in the near future. Although VCCS serves a wider
range of students than four-year institutions, VCCS still heavily depends on traditional
college-age student (ages 17-24) enrollment for its financial health and program and
operational stability. As of fall 2024, when dual enrollment students are excluded, two-
thirds of VCCS students are traditional college-age students.

VCCS will likely begin to experience a modest decline in traditional college-age stu-
dents in the next three to five years as the population of Virginia high school 12" grade
students begins to decline. The number of high school 12" grade students is peaking
this year and expected to decline by almost 10 percent before stabilizing then slightly
increasing through 2030-31. VCCS colleges may not begin to experience a decline
related to these demographic changes for three to five years because few of their stu-
dents enroll upon graduation from high school (sidebar).

VCCS colleges may also face more competition for incoming students from four-year
institutions with high acceptance rates. The expected decline in traditional college-age
students will mean all institutions will be competing for fewer students, and four-year
institutions are even more dependent on traditional college-age students for their fi-
nancial health and operational and program stability than community colleges (side-
bar). To the extent that four-year institutions are successful in recruiting students who
would have otherwise attended a community college, VCCS colleges could experience
additional enrollment declines. VCCS system office staff and some community college
presidents observed that four-year institutions with very high acceptance rates are
more actively recruiting students who historically may have attended community col-
lege.
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Further regionalization may help address efficiency
challenges at small colleges

Virginia’s 23 individual colleges provide the system with a presence throughout the
state and accessibility for students regardless of where they live. Community colleges
play an important role in their region, especially rural regions, where few other insti-
tutions may exist. According to the Federal Reserve Bank of Richmond, in some ru-
ral communities, the community college “may be one of the few institutions with the
local presence and trust to facilitate economic and community development.”

When enrollment declines, though, community colleges experience a loss in tuition
revenue that supports the institution. Large and persistent declines can lead to sus-
tainability challenges for community colleges. In other states, one common approach
to addressing these sustainability issues is merging independent colleges within a par-
ticular geographic region to gain economies of scale in administration and some
other areas, while maintaining a physical presence at each campus to deliver some in-
person services, particularly CTE programs that may require in-person instruction
and oversight. Other states have merged one or more of their colleges:

e Alabama — In 2017, the state merged three colleges in the southern part of
the state to form a single college.

e Connecticut — In 2023, the state merged 12 independent community col-
leges into a single college.

e Georgia — Between 2016 and 2019, the state merged at least four largely
two-year institutions with four-year institutions.

e Vermont — In 2023, the state merged a community college with two four-
year institutions to create Vermont State University.

Although it has not recently merged colleges, Indiana has historically operated one
statewide community college with 45 locations throughout the state.

Colleges with higher enrollment in regions with fewer colleges tend
to be more efficient

Usually, one large college with multiple campuses can be more efficient than several
smaller independent colleges in one region. This is best exemplified by Northern Vir-
ginia Community College, which is by far the largest community college in the state
with over 30,000 FTE students. The college has six individual campuses in four local-
ities (Alexandria, Fairfax, Loudoun, and Prince William). Northern Virginia has the
second lowest spending per student ($12,600), while still being in the highest cost re-
gion of the state.

In contrast, small community colleges typically are located in regions with several in-
dependent colleges rather than one larger college with several campuses. Most of the
state’s small colleges (10 out of 11) are located in five GO Virginia regions with three
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GO Virginia regions are
used as the regional des-
ignation throughout this
chapter because the lo-
calities that make up each
of the GO Virginia re-
gions share similar eco-
nomic development and
workforce needs and are
geographically similar.

Each community college
serves a designated ser-
vice area made up of sev-
eral localities. Some com-
munity college service
areas include localities in
two GO Virginia regions.
In these cases, JLARC staff
assigned the community
college to the GO Virginia
region where it served
the highest number of lo-
calities.

Community colleges with
service areas in two GO
Virginia regions were:
Brightpoint, Germanna,
Laurel Ridge, Mountain
Gateway, Patrick & Henry,
Piedmont Virginia, Rap-
pahannock, Reynolds,
and Southside Virginia.
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or more colleges (sidebar). The remaining four GO Virginia regions are generally
served by fewer, but larger, colleges that each have more students.

In general, spending per student is typically lower in GO Virginia regions with fewer
colleges. Spending per student in regions served by one or two larger colleges is 20
percent lower than in regions served by three or four smaller colleges (Figure 5-4).

FIGURE 5-4
Regions with more, smaller colleges tend to spend more per student
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SOURCE: JLARC analysis of VCCS student enrollment data, 2023-24, VCCS financial statements, FY24.
NOTE: Spending excludes the system office and shared services center. Spending is adjusted for inflation.

Consequently, these regions with more and smaller colleges have higher spending per
student than regions with fewer, larger colleges (Figure 5-5). For example, the Far
Southwest region has four smaller colleges and has the state’s highest average spending
per student. Conversely, the Northern Virginia region has only one large college and
has the lowest spending per student (and is a much higher cost region than Far South-
west).
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FIGURE 5-5
Spending per student varies by region

9. Charlottesville-Piedmont 7. Northern Virginia

8. Shenandoah Valley
6. Fredericksburg-Bay

2. Near Southwest

5. Hampton Roads

1. Far Southwest 3. Southside 4. Richmond-Crater

SOURCE: JLARC analysis of VCCS student enrollment data, 2023-24, VCCS financial statements, FY24.
NOTE: Spending excludes the system office and shared services center.

VCCS should address ways to maintain efficiency in changing higher
education landscape

Multiple dynamics discussed throughout this report underscore the changing land-
scape within which community colleges are operating:

e Dual enrollment students representing a larger percentage of total enroll-
ment FTE, yet not paying tuition and taking relatively few courses in-per-
son at the community college;

e Increasing use of online instruction, making physical location and geo-
graphic proximity somewhat less important for some—but not all—stu-
dents;

e Increasing proportion of classes with fewer than 10 students and declining
utilization of classroom space at many colleges; and

e Pending decline in the number of traditional college-age students and com-
petition from four-year institutions.

Moving forward, it may be challenging for VCCS to preserve the benefits of its current
local footprint, while at least maintaining and (ideally improving) efficiency and effec-
tiveness.

To make effective decisions about efficiency and regionalization, the state board will
need comprehensive information from the VCCS central office and individual col-
leges. One of the benefits of a system, rather than individual colleges, is the relative
ease of collecting and maintaining accurate centralized information. As noted earlier
in this report, better information is needed about online learning, the FastForward
program, and dual enrollment demand and capacity. Data on student outcomes by
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Advisor-to-student ra-
tios vary significantly
across colleges. VCCS
system office staff and
literature indicate that
appropriate ratios are
around 350 students per
one advisor.

According to data col-
lected from the colleges
through a data collection
instrument used for this
study, small colleges
generally had much
lower ratios than larger
colleges. Colleges with
below median enroll-
ment had an average
student-to-advisor ratio
of 258:1. Colleges that
had median enrollment
or larger had an average
student-to-advisor ratio
of 505:1.

For example, in the
Hampton Roads region,
Tidewater and Virginia
Peninsula had ratios of
836:1 and 601:1 respec-
tively, while Paul D.
Camp and Eastern Shore
had ratios of 169:1 and
163:1 respectively.
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student type at each college, combined with information on regional workforce needs
will also help to inform the feasibility and value of regionalization.

State grants colleges flexibility in the services they provide, which offers
opportunities for instructional, operational, and administrative regionalization

The Code of Virginia does not require every community college to offer a full, com-
prehensive array of community college services. The community college’s original en-
abling legislation lays out five areas in which community colleges can offer instruction
but only requires them to offer at least one. Those five areas of instruction are (1)
academic courses for transfer to a four-year program; (2) technical curriculum (includ-
ing leading to an associate degree); (3) CTE curriculum leading directly to employment;
(4) adult general and continuing education; and (5) noncredit training to meet business
and industry needs. Later legislation required every community college to (1) operate
a workforce development program and (2) offer dual enrollment. A community college
could offer just workforce training and dual enrollment and meet statutory require-
ments.

The system has opportunities to improve efficiency at smaller colleges without requir-
ing consolidation or closures. These opportunities would involve regional cooperation
and coordination among smaller colleges for some services and the scaling back of
some operations and services currently provided by individual colleges. For example:

e Regional workforce training — Within regions, colleges could operate a sin-
gle workforce training program, rather than each operating individual work-
force training programs. This could allow colleges to collectively address re-
gional workforce needs and avoid duplication, as well as streamline
workforce training programs. Brightpoint and J. Sargeant Reynolds already
do this by operating a single workforce training program jointly in GO Vir-
ginia region 4, the Community College Workforce Alliance.

e Regional lead colleges for academic transfer education — One college in
each region could offer academic transfer courses for all colleges in the re-
gion, allowing for larger classes and eliminating the need for academic ad-
ministrative staff (e.g., deans, vice president for instruction, instructional
designers) at each college in the region. VCCS colleges heavily rely on ad-
junct faculty to teach classes, which may limit instructional staff savings.

e Regional advising hubs — One college in each region could offer all advising
and student supports for all colleges in a region. Advisors could primarily
offer services virtually (e.g, virtual meetings, phone calls, text messages),
which many advisors already do, and have a certain number of in-person
hours at each college in the region. This could help colleges standardize stu-
dent-to-advisor ratios across all colleges in a region at appropriate levels

(sidebar).
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e Regional administration consolidation — One college in each region could
provide administrative services for all colleges in the region. Financial aid,
admissions and enrollment management, and fiscal management and budg-
eting could be considered for regionalization. The system office could also
handle some of these services centrally.

e Coordinating with regional higher education centers — The General Assem-
bly has established and funded five regional higher education centers that
provide some programs and services similar to local community colleges
(sidebar). Community colleges with a regional education center in their ser-
vice region should coordinate with the center to ensure their programs are
not duplicative and regional program needs are being met. A proposal has
been developed to merge the New College Institute with Patrick & Henry
Community College.

Strategic review needed and plan developed to deliver community college
services more efficiently

Changing trends in enrollment and course delivery may require the system to funda-
mentally revisit whether its structure is the most efficient way to use its funding to
achieve its mission. The legislature has recognized this through Appropriation Act lan-
guage: “it is the intent of the General Assembly that funds available to the Virginia
Community College System be reallocated to accommodate changes in enrollment and
other cost factors at each of the community colleges.” The board is also tasked in
statute with periodically assessing the need for and location of community colleges
statewide.

The board should direct the VCCS system office to undertake a strategic review to
determine how to achieve improved efficiency, especially in regions with several
smaller colleges. The review could be supported by a third-party organization with
expertise in higher education efficiency and strategic management. The review should:

e identify lessons learned from other states that have consolidated or region-
alized within their community college systems;

e assess the advantages, disadvantages, and feasibility of adopting the model
used in Northern Virginia in other regions, especially those with relatively
higher spending per student and with multiple colleges; and

e identify specific strategies to gain efficiency at small colleges and in regions
with multiple colleges.

RECOMMENDATION 8

The State Board for Community Colleges should direct Virginia Community College
System staff to initiate a strategic review and propose a plan for how the system can
efficiently deliver services, especially in regions with smaller colleges.

Five regional higher edu-
cation centers are funded
by the General Assembly
to provide access to
training, certifications,
and degrees through
partnerships with higher
education institutions,
businesses, community
organizations, and indus-
tries. The five centers are:

e Institute for Advanced
Learning and Research
(Danville),

o New College Institute
(Martinsville),

¢ Roanoke Higher Educa-
tion Center (Roanoke),

¢ Southern Virginia
Higher Education Cen-
ter (South Boston), and

¢ Southwest Virginia
Higher Education Cen-
ter (Abingdon).
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Costs of CTE courses can
vary dramatically. VCCS
reported the following
per credit hour costs for a
selection of CTE courses
in FY24:

e Automotive - $750

e Cosmetology - $291

e Dental hygiene - $1,588
e Fire science - $364

e Instrumentation - $365
e Practical nursing - $998
e Trucking - $1,168

o Welding - $582

VCCS reported the fol-
lowing per credit hour
costs for a selection of

academic courses in FY24:

e Biology - $339

o Chemistry - $398
e Economics - $208
e English - $205

e History - $155

e Math - $262

e Spanish - $255
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Enrollment declines and shifts in program
enrollment may necessitate future funding changes

Enrollment declines and changes in program enrollment are affecting the system’s
revenue, which may eventually require a fundamental change in the state’s approach
to funding VCCS. VCCS currently receives the same general fund appropriation and
tuition revenue for students irrespective of their academic program, the costs of deliv-
ering certain types of instruction, or the economic demand for the credentials or skills
developed through the program.

Declining enrollment and the General Assembly’s decision to limit tuition increases
have reduced tuition revenue. Tuition and fee revenue has declined from accounting
for 33 percent of revenue in FY18 to 19 percent in FY24. Much of this reduction is
attributable to enrollment declines, but legislative direction to minimize tuition in-
creases has also played a significant role. In particular, Appropriation Act language in
the past few years has directed colleges to minimize or eliminate tuition increases for
students and provided funds to help colleges stabilize tuition. As a result, VCCS tuition
was held constant between the 2018—-19 and 2022—-23 academic years. Between 2022—
23 and 2024-25, tuition rates increased about 6 percent (not adjusting for inflation).
The General Assembly has provided more general fund support; as a result, VCCS is
more reliant on state appropriations (50 percent of revenue in FY24).

Tuition revenue will also decline for the community colleges that were charging dual
enrollment tuition. As the College and Career Ready Virginia program (CCRV) is im-
plemented in 202526, which prohibits colleges from charging tuition for most dual
enrollment courses, tuition revenue has the potential to continue declining as a portion
of total revenues. (Colleges still receive a pro-rated amount of general funds for dual
enrollment students through the state’s funding formula.)

The shifting proportion of enrollment from academic transfer students to CTE stu-
dents is also adversely affecting VCCS’s revenue. Historically, VCCS colleges have
subsidized CTE programs, which are typically more expensive, with academic program
revenues. As student enrollment has decreased in academic transfer programs and in-
creased in CTE programs, this subsidization no longer works as well to cover total
program costs.

In general, CTE courses cost more to deliver than academic transfer courses. In FY24,
colleges spent an average of $242 per credit hour for academic transfer courses com-
pared with $466 per credit hour for CTE courses. Colleges receive an average of $341
in revenue per credit hour for all courses. Consequently, transfer courses yield $126 in
excess revenue per credit hour, while CTE courses cost $99 more than revenue per
credit hour (sidebar).

If these trends continue, which they are expected to, VCCS revenue will increasingly
make up a lower proportion of costs, which will further stress the system financially.
In the longer term, once the state board has addressed some of the efficiency
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challenges described in this chapter, legislators may need to consider revising the
VCCS financing structure to differentiate funding by programs and more closely tie
funding to enrollment by program.

Some states have begun to explore financing models for their community colleges that
account for the differing costs and outcomes by programs. Texas implemented a new
funding model in 2023 that accounts for differing costs, and North Carolina legislators
have considered a similar new funding model for their community college system but
have not yet adopted any changes. (Appendix E provides more detail about revenue
changes at community colleges.)
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Appendix A: Study resolution

Virginia Community College System

Authorized by the Commission on November 7, 2024

WHEREAS, Virginia employers need a quality workforce including candidates with associate degrees
and technical certifications and credentials, and wages for individuals without four year degrees have
been rising after decades of stagnation; and

WHEREAS, despite these workforce needs and trends, community college enrollment has declined
23% over the past decade, and 11 colleges lost more than 20% of their enrollment; and

WHEREAS, the Appropriation Act specifies that funds available to the Virginia Community College
System be reallocated to accommodate changes in enrollment and other cost factors at each of the
community colleges; and

WHEREAS, the 2024 General Assembly established the College and Career Ready Virginia Fund and
required local school divisions to offer no cost dual enrollment courses for the Passport Program and
the Uniform Certificate of General Studies Program; and

WHEREAS, VCCS's six-year plan discusses the community college system’s enrollment declines, and
details a plan to transform the system through a focus on (1) adults who need to reskill or upskill to
improve their employment options, and (2) high school students who want to earn a postsecondary
credential to improve their employment options; now, therefore, be it

RESOLVED by the Joint Legislative Audit and Review Commission that staff be directed to review
how well the Virginia Community College System is adapting to the changing higher education land-
scape. In conducting its review, staff shall assess: (i) trends in enrollment and its composition, and its
impact on tuition and fee revenue; (ii) student outcomes and how well the community college system
provides students the necessary skills and credentials to meet the workforce needs of Virginia em-
ployers; (iii) the use of virtual instruction and other innovative approaches to fully utilize instructional
capacity and meet student needs; (iv) opportunities offered to high school students to gain a postsec-
ondary credential or degree through concurrent enrollment or other strategies; (v) ways to gain oper-
ational efficiencies given trends in enrollment and its composition; and (vi) how other states have
adapted their community college systems to improve student outcomes, programmatic alignment with
workforce needs, or operational efficiency.

JLARC shall make recommendations as necessary and review other issues as warranted.

All agencies of the Commonwealth, including the Virginia Community College System, State Board
for Community Colleges, State Council for Higher Education in Virginia, local school divisions, public
four year institutions, Virginia Office of Educational Economics, Virginia Employment Commission,
Virginia Department of Workforce Development and Advancement, Department of Planning and
Budget, and Secretary of Education shall provide assistance, information, and data to JLARC for this
study, upon request. JLARC staff shall have access to all information in the possession of agencies
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pursuant to § 30-59 and § 30-69 of the Code of Virginia. No provision of the Code of Virginia shall
be interpreted as limiting or restricting the access of JLARC staff to information pursuant to its stat-
utory authority.
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Appendix B: Research activities and methods

Key research activities performed by JLARC staff for this study included:

e interviewing Virginia Community College System office staff and community college staff;
e collecting and analyzing data on enrollment, course modality, student outcomes, revenue,
and financial health;

e collecting and analyzing data on CTE program outcomes and alignment to state workforce
needs;

e collecting data from local school divisions on dual enrollment and community colleges on
course design and advising;

e reviewing research literature and other documents; and

e reviewing state laws, regulations, and policies relevant to dual enrollment and online edu-
cation.

Site visits and interviews

Site visits and interviews were key research methods JLLARC staff used to conduct research for this
report. JLARC staff conducted site visits to seven community colleges; interviews with staff at 10
additional community colleges; interviews with VCCS system office staff; interviews with K—12 divi-
sion staff; and interviews with local economic development agencies.

Site visits and interviews at community colleges

Site visits at seven community colleges were conducted with college leadership to obtain broad infor-
mation about enrollment, revenue, and spending trends. During these site visits, JLARC staff also
interviewed a mix of academic affairs, workforce development, student support, and dual enrollment
staff. Each site visit included a campus tour that focused on career and technical training sites on the
campus. JLARC staff conducted site visits at:

e Danville Community College;

e Mountain Gateway Community College;

e Northern Virginia Community College;

e Rappahannock Community College;

e Virginia Peninsula Community College;

e Virginia Western Community College; and
e Wytheville Community College.

Additional community college staff

In addition to interviews conducted during site visits, JLARC staff conducted virtual interviews with
college-level staff at 10 additional colleges. JLARC staff interviewed a different mix of staff at each
college. Some interviews were with academic affairs and student support staff to discuss online edu-
cation, course development, student support services, and advising; dual enrollment staff to discuss
courses offered to service area school divisions, development of memoranda of understanding with
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school divisions, and challenges in offering dual enrollment; institutional research staff to discuss data
collections and surveys administered; workforce development staff to discuss career and technical
education programs; and presidents to discuss enrollment and financial changes, and how the college
is managing the changing landscape for higher education. JLARC staff conducted interviews with
staff at the following additional colleges (Table B-1):

TABLE B-1
JLARC interviews with additional community college staff
Academic Dual Institutional Workforce

Community college affairs enrollment research President development
Brightpoint v
Eastern Shore v
J. Sargeant Reynolds v v v v
Laurel Ridge v v v v
Mountain Empire v
Patrick & Henry v
Paul D. Camp v
Piedmont Virginia v v v v
Southwest Virginia v v v v
Southside Virginia v

SOURCE: JLARC community college interviews (2025).

VCCS system office staff

Interviews with VCCS system office staff focused on a variety of topics covered in the study. JLARC
staff interviewed

e academic affairs and student support staff to broadly understand VCCS policies around
online education, student support, advising, dual enrollment, and College and Career
Ready Virginia (CCRV) implementation; and

e administrative and finance staff to understand the system’s budget allocation methodology
and the impact of enrollment changes on finances;

e research and reporting staff to understand data availability and interpretation; and

e workforce development staff to understand the types of career and technical (CTE) pro-
grams offered through the community colleges, evolution of those programs, alignment
of programs with occupations, and financial aid for students enrolled in these programs.

K-12 division staff

JLARC staff interviewed staff at six K—12 school divisions regarding dual enrollment programs (Ar-
lington, Chesapeake, Chesterfield, Pittsylvania, Prince William, and Russell). Topics discussed during
these interviews included the extent to which the division offers dual enrollment, extent to which
students are qualified for and interested in participating in dual enrollment, challenges to expanding
dual enrollment, the process of developing memoranda of understanding with community colleges
for dual enrollment, implementation of the CCRV program, and CTE dual enrollment.
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Admissions and enrollment staff at Virginia public four-year higher education institutions

Interviews with admissions and enrollment staff at three public four-year institutions (Old Dominion
University, Virginia Commonwealth University, and Virginia Tech) were conducted to understand the
advantages of dual enrollment for their students and how UCGS and Passport courses transfer and
count for credit at their institutions.

Local economic development agencies

Staff with four local economic development agencies and industrial associations (Shenandoah Valley
Partnership, Virginia Manufacturers Association, and Virginia Gateway Region) were interviewed re-
garding community college workforce development programs, extent to which regional businesses
find the programs useful and employ their graduates, and extent to which the community colleges
work with local businesses to develop and maintain programs that address workforce needs.

Data collection and analysis

JLARC staff collected several types of data from VCCS and other state agencies (VDOE, SCHEYV,
and the Virginia Office of Education Economics [VOEE]) and national databases to assess commu-
nity college enrollment, outcomes, prevalence of online education, CTE program alignment and out-
comes, dual enrollment, and college efficiency.

VCCS enroliment

JLARC assessed enrollment using the VCCS student files for the 2015-16 through 2024-25 academic
years. Students were deduplicated by year so that each student appeared once per year per college and
program placement within each year was determined using the academic and curricular plan values
assigned to each student in the last semester that student attended. Type of program (transfer, CTE,
non-program placed) was determined by the academic plan and intended degree of each student. For
example, a student with an academic plan and intended degree of a general studies associate degree
was deemed a “transfer student.” Total enrollment numbers in each academic year also include the
count of FastForward (non-credit) CTE students taken from FastForward enrollment files provided
by VCCS.

Student outcomes in online courses

JLARC conducted regression analysis related to student outcomes in online courses compared to peers
taking in-person sections of the same courses. VCCS student-level data for fall 2018 through spring
2025, excluding spring 2020 through fall 2021 because of pandemic effects, was used for this analysis.
The outcome analyzed was success (a grade of A, B, or C) or failure (a withdrawal or grade of D or
F) for students who took at least one in-person course and one online course during the time period
analyzed. The analysis did not include dual enrollment students. See Appendix D for more detail on
the methodology for this regression analysis.

In addition, JLARC used bivariate analyses to calculate success rates overall and for students in 10 of
the 20 most popular general education courses for 2018—19 and 2024-25 for each modality (in-person,
asynchronous, and synchronous). This analysis was conducted system-wide and by college. The same
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courses were used in this analysis and the regression analysis. JLARC compared the success rates of
in person and asynchronous students to calculate a difference in success rate over time.

Prevalence of online education

JLARC used student and course level data from academic years 2015-16 through 2024-25 to calculate
the proportion of 1) students who took at least one online course, 2) the proportion of students who
took exclusively one modality or a mix of modalities, and 3) the proportion of courses taught in each
modality across the system and by college. These proportions for the entire population were calculated
in total, for transfer students, and for CTE students.

CTE graduation, completion, and credential rates

JLARC staff analyzed VCCS student and graduation files (credit CTE programs) and FastForward
enrollment, completion, and credential summary data by program and community college to assess
the extent to which students completed (graduated with a degree, certificate, or other credential) a
CTE credit program, completed a short-term FastForward noncredit program, and received an indus-
try credential after completing a FastForward program. For this analysis, CTE credit programs in-
cluded applied associate degrees, diplomas, certificates (excluding the Uniform Certificate of General
Studies), and career studies certificates.

For credit CTE programs, students were grouped into cohorts 2017-18 through 2023-24 based on
the year in which they began a specific CTE program, such as an AAS in nursing, according to their
degree intent and academic plan (program of intent). Each cohort was matched to subsequent student
and graduate files (students were also matched to the graduate file for the cohort year to capture
graduations from CSC programs) to determine if the individual was still a student or had graduated
with the intended degree. Binary variables were created to indicate if the student had graduated in
year 1 (cohort year) through year 6. Only the 2017-18 and 2018—19 cohorts had year 6 graduates.

JLARC staff calculated graduation rates for CTE credit programs based on the percentage of students
who graduated from their program of intent by year three. Further analysis of graduation rates for
these two cohorts with year 6 graduates indicated that the majority of students graduated by year three
of the six-year period. Graduation rates for other cohorts with at least three years of data after the
cohort year had consistent graduation rates by year 3 for each cohort. A three-year graduation rate is
commonly used in other research.

The FastForward enrollment, completion, and credential files were already organized for analysis pur-
poses. The files contained the number of enrollees, completers, and credentials by college, by program,
and by college and program. Completion rates were calculated as the number of completers divided
by the number of enrollees multiplied by 100. The credential rate was calculated in a similar fashion.

Frequencies of completion, graduation, and credential rates were calculated for credit CTE programs
and FastForward programs overall, by community college, and by program (at the Classification of
Instructional Program, or CIP, program level). To calculate these rates by CIP program level, the
relevant CIP Code was assigned to each credit student file based on their academic plan code and
matching it to the VCCS Master Program file containing the CIP code for each academic plan code.
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CIP codes were assigned to each FastForward programs based on matching the name of the program
to the VCCS CredCode file containing the program name and CIP code for each program.

Alignment of CTE programs with high demand occupations

JLARC staff analyzed credit CTE and FastForward enrollment during academic year 202324 by CIP
program to assess the proportion of enrollment that aligned with high demand occupations on the
VOEE 2024 High Demand Occupation List. A summary file of enrollment by CIP program was
match merged to the CIP-SOC crosswalk to assign a Standard Occupational Classification (SOC)
code. The CIP SOC Crosswalk is produced by the Bureau of Labor Statistics and the National Center
for Education Statistics and matches programs of study by CIP codes with occupations by SOC codes.
The crosswalk matches programs to occupations based on program and occupation descriptions and
staff expertise. The crosswalk is not necessarily an exact match of degrees to occupations, but it is the
best tool available for assessing alighment of academic programs to workforce needs.

The summary file of enrollment by CIP program and SOC code was then match merged to the 2024
High Demand Occupation List to determine if the SOC code for the CIP program was on the list,
and to determine if the SOC code had above or below average demand (annual average job openings).

As indicated in the report, some CIP programs did not match to an SOC code. After additional anal-
ysis, interviews with community college staff, and reviews of GO Virginia regional growth and diver-
sification plans, JLARC staff confirmed that at least the top CIP programs for enrollment were high
demand occupations, either statewide or for the region.

Dual enrollment courses taken and credential completion

JLARC staff used merged VCCS student, class, course, and graduation files to identify dual enrollment
students. Dual enrollment students were identified using a combination of academic-plan values;
VCCS created an “xdul” variable indicating if a student was dual enrolled, program placed, and under
19 years old. JLARC retained all students who were identified as dual enrolled and created two cohorts
of dual enrolled students who had high school graduation dates of 2024 and 2025, dropping all other
students. JLARC then retained all records for those students in semesters that occurred up until the
semester they graduated from high school (e.g., 2024 high school graduation year cut-off was the
spring 2024 semester).

JLARC used the 2024 and 2025 cohorts to identify 1) how many courses each student took up until
their high school graduation, and 2) how many students earned credentials before or concurrently
with their high school graduation. The number of courses taken by students were tabulated after
deduplicating class and course records for each student in each semester. The number of credentials
earned before or concurrently with high school graduation were tabulated after deduplicating records
using a combination of graduating academic plan, curriculum plan, and degree type.

UCGS and Passport completion analysis

JLARC staff wrote code in Stata, a statistical software, that would 1) identify all UCGS and Passport
courses listed in the approved 2024 program rosters using subject and course numbers in VCCS data
and 2) tabulate if a student took the correct combination of courses to complete either program. Staff
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applied that code to the 2024 and 2025 dual enrollment graduating cohorts to identify which students
completed the Passport and/or UCGS. To verify if a student completed the UCGS, staff compared
the outcomes of the Stata code application to student graduation records for each cohort. Some stu-
dents identified in VCCS data as graduating with the UCGS prior to completing high school were not
identified using JLARC’s Stata code. Staff concluded that this difference occurs when some students
take AP courses at the high school to meet UCGS or Passport course requirements—an occurrence
not captured in VCCS data.

Students qualified for and participating in dual enrollment analysis

JLARC distributed a data collection instrument (see below) that asked for 1) the number of rising 11™
and 12" graders with at least a 3.0 GPA for fall 2025, and 2) the total number of students who ate
rising 11" and 12" graders. Using responses from school divisions (n = 93) that represented a signifi-
cant proportion of fall membership statewide (approximately 87 percent), a qualifying student per-
centage of 62 percent was identified.

JLARC calculated the number of students and participation rate in dual enrollment using the advanced
program participation and fall membership data reported by VDOE. The number of students partic-
ipating was the number of students taking at least one dual enrollment course provided in the ad-
vanced participation report. The participation rate in dual enrollment was calculated as the number of
students taking at least one dual enrollment course over the number of 11" and 12" grade students
reported in the fall membership data for the matching school year.

Location of dual enrollment courses

JLARC matched VCCS course data to building and room number inventories using unique building
and room numbers in the data. Staff deduplicated courses using a unique course ID and tabulated
how many courses took place at the high school, college campus, virtually, or at another location.

College efficiency

Staff used data from detailed annual financial statements (by college) for FY18 through FY24 and
annual enrollment data by college to calculate commonly used measures of efficiency, including
change in spending over time, revenue growth over time, spending per student, and change in spending
per student over time. Staff adjusted financial data for inflation using the June 2025 consumer price
index (CPI) as the base.

To ensure that measures of college efficiency fully accounted for the number of students community
colleges were serving, JLARC staff developed a method to calculate the approximate credit hours for
students enrolled in FastForward non-credit courses and then calculate the equivalent number of full-
time equivalent (FTE) students for each college’s FastForward enrollment. JLLARC staff assumed that
on average each student enrolled in a FastForward course was taking 82.5 contact hours. If each credit
hour is the equivalent of 15 hours of contact hours, then each FastForward student took the equiva-
lent of 5.5 credit hours. If a FTE student takes 30 credit hours in an academic year, then each FastFor-
ward student was assumed to be the equivalent of 0.1833 FTE students. JLARC staff used this meth-
odology to calculate the equivalent FTEs for each college’s FastForward enrollment and add that to
each college’s credit FTEs.
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Information collection instruments

JLARC staff administered two information collection instruments, one to all 131 public school divi-
sions and one to all 23 community colleges.

Dual enrollment instrument

This instrument, distributed to all 131 public school divisions, requested information about dual en-
rollment teachers, students, and capacity and demand for dual enrollment. Responses were received
from 96 school divisions. The information collected included the number of high school staff that
taught dual enrollment courses, any difficulties experienced by divisions in recruiting and training dual
enrollment certified teachers, the number of students with GPAs (at least 3.0 and at least 2.0) that
qualify for dual enrollment, and capacity for dual enrollment within each school division.

Course design and advising instrument

This instrument, distributed to all 23 community colleges, collected information about course design
and development, course and faculty assessment (especially for online classes), and advising. Re-
sponses were received from 20 colleges. The information gathered included the availability of re-
sources for developing online courses, resources and practices for monitoring online courses, use of
best practices in developing and monitoring online courses, and advising resources and practices.

Review of documents and literature

JLARC reviewed other documents and literature pertaining to community college enrollment, online
education, career and technical education, dual enrollment, community college efficiency, and financ-
ing, such as:

e Virginia laws, regulations, policies, and guidance documents;

e prior studies, research, reports, best practices, and media on issues related to community
colleges, online education, career and technical education, dual enrollment, college sustain-
ability, advanced program (AP, IB, etc.) participation, community college regionalization,
and community college funding in Virginia and the U.S.;

e GO Virginia regional growth and diversification plans to determine if top CTE programs
by GO Virginia region align with skills gaps and targeted industries identified in the plans
particularly for programs where CIP codes have no matching occupation code; and

e national, state, and local media reports.
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Appendix C: Agency responses

As part of an extensive validation process, the state agencies and other entities that are subject to a
JLARC assessment are given the opportunity to comment on an exposure draft of the report. JLARC
staff sent an exposure draft of the full report to the secretary of education and Virginia Community
College System (VCCS), and a relevant section of the draft report to the State Council of Higher
Education for Virginia (SCHEV).

Appropriate corrections resulting from technical and substantive comments are incorporated in this

version of the report. This appendix includes response letters from the secretaries of education and
finance, VCCS, and SCHEV.
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COMMONWEALTH of VIRGINIA
Office of the Governor

Aimee Rogstad Guidera
Secretary of Education

September 26, 2025

Hal E. Greer

Director, Joint Legislative Audit and Review Commission
919 E Main St, Suite 2101

Richmond, VA 23219

Re: Response to the Joint Legislative Audit and Review Commission’s (JLARC) report on
Virginia’s Community Colleges and the Changing Higher Education Landscape

Dear Director Greer,

Thank you for the thoughtful analysis in JLARC’s report on Virginia’s community colleges. The
strength of these institutions is central to Governor Youngkin’s vision that every Virginia student
graduates prepared for life, whether that means a high-value job, a successful transfer to a four-
year institution, or military service. As more Virginians earn industry credentials, enter
apprenticeships, and pursue dual enrollment and other early-college opportunities, the Virginia
Community College System (VCCS) becomes even more vital to our shared success.

The Youngkin administration has been a heavily engaged partner and vocal supporter of the
new VCCS strategic plan, which prioritizes more proactive and data-driven collaboration by
intentionally blurring the lines among K-12, four-year institutions, employers, and regional
workforce efforts. The report’s focus on increasing access to dual enrollment, improving
efficiency, delivering stronger outcomes, and more transparency strongly aligns with our
agenda, our conversations with the Council of Presidents over the past three and a half years,
and the Op-Six planning process. To that end, we have created comprehensive data packs for
every higher education institution which are publicly available. We also hold Quarterly
Management Review meetings with VCCS and are working to collect more detailed enrollment
data to better understand headcount on campus and funding needs given the rapidly changing
nature of higher education.

Patrick Henry Building ¢ 1111 East Broad * Richmond, Virginia 23219
(804) 786-2211 « TTY (800) 828-1120
WWW.ZovVernor.virginia.gov



In that spirit, | offer the following responses to the findings of the report.

I. Efficiency

Advance regional models to improve efficiency and access

A regional structure reduces duplication, aligns programs with local labor
markets, and supports students with clearer, faster pathways. Building on the
Northern Virginia model, we support “one college per GO Virginia region,” with
the flexibility to incorporate Higher Education Centers where appropriate. This
preserves a “one system” ethos while providing transparency on individual
college performance and cost while ensuring alignment with regional labor
market needs. It is clear that smaller community colleges spend more per
student and would benefit from enhanced regionalization, additional investment
in data and financial systems at the central office, and a comprehensive review
of space utilization.

Prioritize efficient space utilization

We must work to better utilize the facilities we already have. Given VCCS trends
in low space utilization and the high percentage of fully remote students on
many campuses, we recommend a statewide audit of space utilization,
simulation equipment, and instructional staffing across all program offerings.
SCHEV currently collects aggregate space utilization data across higher
education, which should be part of this effort.

Strengthen capacity according to demand in high-need fields

We support expanded capacity and additional instructors and simulation space
to meet increasing demand for short-term credentials. Mapping capacity across
school divisions, regional career and technical education centers, VCCS, and
Higher Education Centers will target new investment where it is most needed,
produces the greatest value, and ensures coordination rather than duplication.
Streamline instructor qualification pathways for dual enroliment

Given the need to grow early-college access, the Commonwealth should
evaluate alternatives to graduate degree requirements where equivalent content
expertise and quality assurance can be demonstrated. JLARC’s discussion
provides a useful impetus to revisit these rules in a way that protects rigor and
expands opportunity.

Avoid large carryover balances

VCCS has consistently carried over large unspent balances averaging over
$160 million in unspent appropriations annually since 2022. We have asked the
Chancellor to conduct a thorough review of these fund balances, indicating
amounts that are legally obligated to specific projects identified in the report and
create a detailed allocation plan for unobligated balances. Until these details are
received, additional funding should be paused given the magnitude of these
General Fund supported balances.



Il. Transparency & Data Quality

P-20W data governance and modern student information systems

Better decisions begin with better data. VCCS must work to build high quality
data systems to inform system-wide and local decision-making. We also support
efforts to enhance data governance and modernize student information system
infrastructure so all stakeholders can access timely, linked information on inputs
and outcomes across education and workforce development programs and
initiatives. This will strengthen evaluation and enable quicker course corrections.
Elevate transparency through publishing outcomes

We are actively working to expand SCHEV’s College Outcomes portal so the
public can see both system-level and individual college measures for enrollment,
completion, transfer, credential attainment, employment, and earnings.
Disaggregating enrollment by full/part-time and modality in six-year plans will
further improve comparability across individual institutions.

Show program-level value and align funds accordingly

We share the goal of ensuring that public dollars flow to pathways that reliably
lead to success and economic mobility. This includes clear, program-level value
signals for students, families, and employers, informed by labor market data and
transparent outcomes reporting.

lll. Accountability

Building on FastForward through outcomes-based funding

FastForward’s pay-for-performance structure offers a practical model for tying
resources to credential attainment, employment, and wage progression. We
support exploring outcomes-based elements within the broader VCCS funding
formula, carefully piloted and phased to protect access while improving results.
Strengthen FastForward evaluation

Tracking job placement and retention, employer demand for specific credentials,
and three-to-five-year wage gains will sharpen program design and
accountability. This is especially timely as we align secondary credentials with
VCCS to create seamless career pathways.

Ensure quality regardless of the delivery of education

As colleges and school divisions expand virtual options to meet College and
Career Ready Virginia requirements, access, outcomes and quality must be
closely monitored. Additionally, ensuring transparent division and state-level
reporting will help institutional leaders target proper supports and sustain high
quality across all modes of delivery.

Document and scale effective local practices

We appreciate JLARC'’s attention to practices that move the needle, such as
scheduling credentialing exams on the last day of class and bundling exam
costs into tuition. Highlighting these examples helps institutions learn from peers
and scale success statewide.


https://collegeoutcomes.schev.edu/

Virginia’s community colleges are indispensable to our goal of preparing every graduate for life.
Your report affirms the course we have set and gives us momentum to accelerate the work.
Building on the Commonwealth’s nationally recognized leadership in data and transparency, we
will continue to expand capacity where demand is greatest, align credentials to workforce
needs, and ensure career pathways are coherent, accessible, and rigorous.

We are grateful for JLARC’s thorough analysis and for the continued leadership of our partners
across VCCS, SCHEV, colleges, local school divisions, and industry.

With appreciation,

S @ Dbt %{&7

Aimee R. Guidera Stephen E. Cummings
Secretary of Education Secretary of Finance

CC: Emily Anne Gullickson
Virginia Superintendent of Public Instruction



bV irginia’s

Community Colleges
September 26, 2025

Mr. Hal Greer

Director, Joint Legislative Audit and Review Commission
919 East Main Street

Richmond, Virginia 23219

Dear Director Greer,

On behalf of the Virginia Community College System, | extend my sincere gratitude to you and
your team for your diligent engagement and thorough review reflected in the exposure draft,
Virginia’s Community Colleges and the Changing Higher Education Landscape. Your
commitment to a fair and comprehensive evaluation is deeply appreciated, and the process has
greatly benefited from JLARC’s thoughtful approach and collaborative spirit.

| am pleased to acknowledge the report’s alignment with my vision for Virginia’s 23 community
colleges—a vision centered on delivering consistent, high-quality, future-ready education and
robust workforce development programs to all Virginians. The findings and recommendations in
the draft reinforce our shared dedication to ensuring that every student has access to the
opportunities they need to succeed in a rapidly evolving economy.

The importance of an efficient, transparent, and unified community college system cannot be
overstated. As we look ahead, the Virginia Community College System remains steadfast in its
commitment to continuous improvement and accountability, always striving to meet the needs of
our students, employers, and communities. We recognize that our ongoing success will be
shaped by the strength of our partnerships and the clarity of our shared objectives.

With the release of this report, | will work closely with the State Board for Community Colleges
in reviewing and prioritizing the report’'s recommendations. The Virginia Community College
System is eager to further enhance the consistency, accessibility, and effectiveness of
community college education across the Commonwealth.

Thank you again for your leadership and for advancing this important conversation. Please
extend my appreciation to your entire team for their professionalism and dedication throughout
this process.

Respectfully,

O D

David Doré, Ed.D.
Chancellor
Virginia Community College System



COMMONWEALTH of VIRGINIA
A. Scott Fleming STATE COUNCIL OF HIGHER EDUCATION FOR VIRGINIA (804) 2252600

Executive Director James Monroe Building, 101 North Fourteenth Street, Richmond, VA 23219 www.schev.edu

Harold E. Greer, Director

Joint Legislative Audit and Review Commission
919 East Main Street Suite 2101

Richmond, VA 23219

Dear Mr. Greer,

On behalf of SCHEV, thank you for the opportunity to review the draft JLARC report on Virginia’s
Community Colleges and the Changing Higher Education Landscape. We appreciate the thoughtful
attention and dedication of your staff in examining this important and timely topic.

In general, I would like to call attention to our online data portal for college outcomes
(collegeoutcomes.schev.edu), which receives light reference in the report. Last November (2024),
SCHEY released online data profiles for each of our public colleges and universities, and VCCS.
Moving forward, our intention is to provide similar data for each of Virginia’s public two-year
institutions. This data visualization is leading the nation in terms of transparency of student outcomes,
administrative expense and operational efficiency. Utilization of these dashboards may support this and
future JLARC efforts in higher education and workforce areas.

Further, I would suggest that SCHEV and JLARC staff follow up on what additional data is currently
collected by SCHEV, or could be collected by SCHEV, that would further enhance the utility of these
data dashboards with respect to VCCS, its institutions and its students. We may find considerable
overlap in available data that would prove helpful for the various stakeholders engaged in supporting
Virginia students.

In terms of specific comments, we’d provide the following notes. The report notes that five community
college locations enroll fewer than 25 percent of their students in- person at the college’s physical
location. Given JLARC’s parallel work on capital allocations for the Commonwealth, the declining
number of public K-12 students, and the overall population demographics impacting higher education
enrollment, this may provide an opportunity for discussion of the best use of the state’s limited resources
to support higher education needs.

Regarding Recommendation 4(ii), which suggests Fast Forward credentials be aligned with employer
demands, alignment of the program to workforce demand should be a priority for these programs,
particularly where resources have not kept pace with demand. Students should be able to enroll in these
programs with confidence that they will, in fact, produce stronger labor market outcomes — clarifying
the process for establishing employer demand for these programs may be worth further exploration if
there is anything less than clear data supporting specific programs’ alignment to industry demand.

Advancing Virginia Through Higher Education



Regarding Recommendation 6, which proposes that the State Board for Community Colleges direct
staff to collect utilization data on non-credit courses and alternative uses, could yield a more
comprehensive and accurate reflection of enrollment and outcomes measures, demand for specific
programs, credential completion rates, and space utilization across the Virginia Community College
System (VCCS).

As the landscape of post-secondary education continues to evolve, non-credit offerings—including
certificates, digital badges, and other credentialing programs—play an increasingly vital role in
promoting economic mobility. Collecting data on these types of usage will help identify opportunities to
optimize underutilized spaces and ensure that facilities are aligned with emerging educational demands.
Given SCHEV’s existing role in collecting classroom and lab utilization data, enhanced coordination
and consultation between SCHEV and VCCS could lead to more strategic resource allocation in data
collection and improved space management system wide.

Thank you for the opportunity to review the exposure draft. We appreciate the information presented
and the thoroughness of the JLARC team in assembling the conclusions in a way that highlights the
most salient issues and look forward to future collaboration on this and other efforts.




Appendixes

Appendix D: Analysis of outcomes for students in online
asynchronous courses

JLARC staff conducted regression analyses to compare outcomes for students by modality (e.g., in-
person, online asynchronous, or online synchronous). Staff used VCCS data for students and courses
from 13 academic terms for this analysis, which included academic year 2018 to academic year 2024.
Spring 2020 through fall 2021 academic terms were excluded from the analysis because of disruptions
to regular instruction and requirements to take online courses during the pandemic.

Whether or not a student takes a class in-person or online is often not a random choice. The reasons
students may choose a given class format, such as motivation, location, or ability, could influence their
potential academic outcomes in addition to course delivery format. Course features, such as subject
material or curriculum design, could also impact student performance. JLARC staff used several strat-
egies to at least partially address these potential biases in the analysis.

JLARC staff analyzed 276,711 individual course registrations from 163,518 individual students. Stu-
dents were selected into the sample if, during the time period for the analysis, 1) they took at least one
course in person and one online (synchronous or asynchronous) in the semesters used in the analysis
and 2) were transfer or applied associate degree students, since they take some of the same courses.
The analysis did not include dual enrollment students or students seeking a career studies certificate
or other career-oriented certificate.

The analysis was limited to 10 of the top 20 general education courses with the highest registrations
in fall 2024. These courses are typically either intended for transfer to a four-year institution or to
tulfill requirements for an associate degree. JLARC staff chose these courses to provide a cross-section
of courses that illustrates student outcomes in multiple subjects, rather than choosing multiple courses
from the same subject. The courses included:

e English (ENG) 111: College Composition 1

e Biology (BIO) 101: Foundations of Biology (lecture component only)

e Math (MTH) 154: Quantitative Reasoning

e Communication Studies and Theater (CST) 100: Principles of Public Speaking
e Business (BUS) 100: Introduction to Business

e History (HIS) 101: Western Civilizations Pre-1600 CE

e Sociology (SOC) 200: Introduction to Sociology

e Psychology (PSY) 200: Principles of Psychology

e FEconomics (ECO) 201: Principles of Macroeconomics

e Philosophy (PHI) 220: History of Western Philosophy

Figure D-1 includes a description of the difference in pass rates for in-person and asynchronous
online students in these 10 courses over the time period analyzed.
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FIGURE D-1
Difference in pass rates for sample used in regression modeling

In person
CST100 A
Online asynchronous

S0C200
PSY200
MTH154
BUS100
PHI220
HIS101
BlO101
ENG111

ECO201

SOURCE: JLARC analysis of Virginia Community College System course, class, and student data, fall 2018 through spring 2025. Analysis
excludes fall 2020 through fall 2021 because of disruptions to regular instruction and requirements to take online courses during the
pandemic.

Regression analysis results

Logistic regression was used for this analysis. Success (a grade of A, B, C, or P) or failure (a grade of
D or F or a withdrawal from the course) served as the dependent variable. A grade of D was defined
as a “failure” because this grade typically will not transfer for credit to another institution, and pro-
grams at the community colleges often require a student to earn a grade of C or better for satisfactory
academic progress. Withdrawal from the course was characterized as “failure” because the student
receives no credit for the course and does not receive a refund of tuition and fees. This definition
aligns with academic literature about online education. Table D-1 provides more details about control
variables used in the analysis, and Table D-2 provides detailed regression results. Staff also conducted
panel regressions with student fixed effects, which control for unobserved, time-invariant student
characteristics, to confirm the findings. Reference categories are provided in parentheses.

TABLE D-1
Independent variable definitions for online education outcome regression
Variable Coefficient
Modality In-person, online asynchronous, online synchronous, or hybrid (in-person=0)
Gender Male or female (male=0)
Race White, Black, Hispanic, Asian, or another race (white=0)
Developmental education Whether a student ever took a developmental education course (yes=0)
Financial aid Whether a student received financial aid (yes=0)
Faculty type Full-time or part-time (adjunct) faculty (full-time=0)
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Mother's and father's educa- Bachelor's or higher, associate degree, some college, high school or GED, or did not finish

tion levels (2 variables) high school (bachelor’s or higher=0)

Age 24 or younger or over age 24 (over age 24=0)

Student time status Full-time or part-time student (part-time=0)

Prior dual enrollment Whether a student took dual enrollment course(s) in high school (yes=0)

Retake Whether the course was a retake (yes=0)

College Dummy variable; base value=New River Valley because of order of college numbers in VCCS
data

Term Dummy variables for academic term (base is Spring 2018)

Course Dummy variable for course (ENG111=0)

Race - financial aid Interaction variable for race and receipt of financial aid

Gender - financial aid Interaction variable for gender and receipt of financial aid

Race - developmental educa- Interaction variable for race and whether a student ever took a developmental education

tion course

Financial aid - developmental Interaction variable for receipt of financial aid and whether a student ever took a develop-

education mental education course

SOURCE: JLARC synthesis of Virginia Community College System course, class, and student data, fall 2018 through spring 2025.

In general, odds ratios less than 1 mean that the likelihood of a particular outcome is less than the
other possible outcome in the regression. For instance, the odds ratio of 0.69 for the asynchronous
modality means that asynchronous students are markedly less likely to pass than their peers in person,
and the p-value of less than 0.01 means this is a statistically significant relationship. For synchronous
courses, the odds ratio of 1 means that the odds are nearly the same for success for synchronous
students as they are for in-person students.

In this case, the odds of an asynchronous student passing a course are lower than an in-person student,
all other factors being equal (e.g., a student of the same race and gender in the same course).

TABLE D-2
Logistic regression for online education outcomes compared to in person (n=276,711)
Variable Odds ratio Standard error z P>|z| LB UB
Modality
Asynchronous 0.69 0.01 -32.77 <0.01 0.68 0.71
Synchronous 1.00 0.02 -0.21 0.84 0.96 1.03
Hybrid 0.85 0.02 -8.14 <0.01 0.82 0.89
Female 1.29 0.02 19.66 <0.01 1.26 1.33
Race
Black 0.54 0.01 -27.75 <0.01 0.51 0.56
Hispanic 0.74 0.02 -14.83 <0.01 0.71 0.77
Asian 0.95 0.03 -1.68 0.09 0.90 1.01
Another race 0.78 0.02 -8.29 <0.01 0.73 0.83
Took developmental course 0.67 0.01 -23.80 <0.01 0.65 0.69
Financial aid 0.98 0.02 -0.83 0.41 0.95 1.02
Adjunct 1.07 0.01 7.21 <0.01 1.05 1.09
Mother's education
Some college 0.94 0.02 -3.68 <0.01 0.91 0.97
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HS or GED 0.90 0.01 -6.93 <0.01 0.88 0.93
DNF HS 0.91 0.01 -7.57 <0.01 0.88 0.93
Unknown 0.94 0.02 -343 <0.01 0.91 0.97
Father's education
Some college 0.93 0.02 -4.33 <0.01 0.89 0.96
HS or GED 0.88 0.01 -8.39 <0.01 0.86 0.91
DNF HS 0.88 0.01 -9.48 <0.01 0.86 0.91
Unknown 0.83 0.01 -10.54 <0.01 0.81 0.86
Age 24 or younger 0.63 0.01 -35.47 <0.01 0.62 0.65
Full-time student 1.38 0.01 32.79 <0.01 1.35 1.40
Prior dual enrollment student 1.16 0.02 7.44 <0.01 1.11 1.20
Retake course 0.51 0.01 -51.68 <0.01 0.50 0.53
College
Southside 132 0.08 490 <0.01 1.18 1.48
Paul D. Camp 1.29 0.08 4.19 <0.01 1.15 1.46
Rappahannock 1.39 0.08 5.67 <0.01 1.24 1.56
Danville 1.02 0.05 0.47 0.64 0.93 1.13
Northern Virginia 1.15 0.04 443 <0.01 1.08 1.22
Piedmont 1.17 0.05 4.04 <0.01 1.08 1.26
Reynolds 1.25 0.05 6.08 <0.01 1.16 134
Eastern Shore 144 0.17 2.98 <0.01 1.13 1.82
Patrick & Henry 1.16 0.05 3.28 <0.01 1.06 1.27
Virginia Western 1.02 0.04 0.56 0.57 0.95 1.10
Mountain Gateway 1.30 0.09 3.76 <0.01 1.14 1.50
Wytheville 1.39 0.08 6.02 <0.01 1.25 1.55
Brightpoint 1.31 0.04 7.76 <0.01 1.22 1.40
Blue Ridge 0.91 0.04 -244 0.02 0.84 0.98
Central Virginia 1.13 0.05 2.68 <0.01 1.03 1.23
Virginia Peninsula 1.10 0.04 2.82 0.01 1.03 1.18
Southwest 0.95 0.05 -1.15 0.25 0.86 1.04
Tidewater 1.09 0.03 2.55 0.01 1.02 1.16
Virginia Highlands 0.87 0.04 -2.72 <0.01 0.79 0.96
Germanna 1.27 0.05 6.70 <0.01 1.18 1.36
Laurel Ridge 1.21 0.04 5.17 <0.01 1.12 1.30
Mountain Empire 0.76 0.05 -4.40 <0.01 0.67 0.86
Southside 132 0.08 490 <0.01 1.18 1.48
Term
Spring 2019 0.95 0.02 -2.60 <0.01 0.91 0.99
Summer 2019 1.60 0.05 13.73 <0.01 1.49 1.71
Fall 2019 1.06 0.02 3.04 <0.01 1.02 1.11
Spring 2022 0.94 0.02 -2.56 0.01 0.90 0.99
Summer 2022 1.51 0.06 10.99 <0.01 1.40 1.62
Fall 2022 0.88 0.02 -6.59 <0.01 0.85 0.92
Spring 2023 1.01 0.02 0.41 0.68 0.97 1.05
Summer 2023 1.64 0.06 14.62 <0.01 1.54 1.75
Fall 2023 1.03 0.02 1.59 0.11 0.99 1.07
Spring 2024 1.10 0.02 4.80 <0.01 1.06 1.15
Summer 2024 1.60 0.05 14.51 <0.01 1.50 1.70

85



Fall 2024
Spring 2025
Course
BIO101
MTH154
PSY200
CST100
SOC200
HIS101
PHI220
ECO201
BUS100
Interaction variables
Black#Financial aid
Hispanic#Financial aid
Asian#Financial aid
Another race#Financial
aid
Female#Financial aid
Black#At least 1 dev. ed
Hispanic#At least 1 dev.
ed
Asian#At least 1 dev. ed
Another race#At least 1
dev. ed
Financial aid#At least 1
dev. ed
Constant

1.10
1.17

0.99
0.80
1.45
1.48
1.85
1.19
1.62
142
1.45

0.99
1.05
132

0.99
0.93
1.20

1.06
1.07

0.99

1.01
4.01

Appendixes

0.02
0.02

0.01
0.01
0.02
0.03
0.04
0.02
0.04
0.03
0.03

0.03
0.03
0.05

0.04
0.02
0.03

0.03
0.04

0.04

0.02
0.15

5.24
7.55

-0.85
-14.65
21.45
21.65
29.60
8.94
21.08
16.99
17.55

-0.38
2.11
793

-0.39
-3.98
7.52

2.31
1.96

-0.25

0.71
36.43

<0.01
<0.01

0.40

<0.01
<0.01
<0.01
<0.01
<0.01
<0.01
<0.01
<0.01

0.71
0.03
<0.01

0.69
<0.01
<0.01

0.02
0.05

0.80

0.48
<0.01

1.06
1.13

0.96
0.78
1.40
143
1.78
1.14
1.55
1.36
139

0.94
1.00
1.23

0.91
0.90
1.15

1.01
1.00

0.92

0.98
3.72

1.14
122

1.02
0.83
1.50
1.54
1.93
1.23
1.70
148
1.51

1.04
1.10
1.41

1.06
0.96
1.26

1.11
1.15

1.07

1.05
432

Pseudo-R% 0.053.

SOURCE: JLARC analysis of Virginia Community College System course, class, and student data, fall 2018 through spring 2025. Analysis
excludes Fall 2020 through Fall 2021 because of disruptions to regular instruction and requirements to take online courses during the

pandemic.

86



Appendixes

Appendix E: Revenue changes at VCCS

Community colleges’ student and program enrollment changes have implications for the system’s rev-
enue levels and composition, and these changes could make it necessary to fundamentally revisit the
state’s approach to funding VCCS in the future. Virginia does not currently use a funding formula to
determine appropriations for public higher education institutions, including the community colleges,
and instead uses a “base plus” approach to determine state appropriations for higher education. This
approach uses appropriation levels from previous years as the “base” and increases or decreases ap-
propriations for the next year.

Increased state funding has helped minimize tuition increases, but colleges now
rely more heavily on general funds

State funding for community colleges has increased substantially in recent years. Collectively, state
funding for the 23 colleges increased 29 percent from FY18 to FY24 (adjusted for inflation). Absent
this increase, colleges would have had to raise tuition or reduce spending during this time period.
While state funding increased, tuition revenue (the other major source of revenue for colleges) de-
clined 45 percent (adjusted for inflation).

This was partially an intentional policy decision to stabilize tuition rates at all higher education insti-
tutions. Appropriation Act language in recent years has directed colleges to minimize or eliminate
tuition increases for students and provided funds to help colleges stabilize tuition. As a result, VCCS
tuition rates remained constant between academic years 2018—19 and 2022-23. Between 2022-23 and
2024-25, tuition rates increased about 6 percent (not adjusting for inflation). This policy decision
increased state general fund revenues and reduced tuition revenues.

Consequently, over the past seven years, colleges have begun to rely more heavily on state funds. The
proportion of colleges’ total revenue from state funds increased from 38 percent to 50 percent from
2018 to 2024 (Figure E-1). This occurred in part because the amount of state funds increased, but
also because the amount of tuition revenue decreased.

This increasing reliance on general funds occurred at almost all individual colleges, to varying degrees.
State funds increased as a proportion of total revenue at all but one college (Eastern Shore), ranging
from a 2 percent to 19 percentage point increase. Tuition decreased as a proportion of total revenue
at all but one college (Paul D. Camp), ranging from a 4 percent to 25 percentage point decrease.

Community colleges in other states with similar financing mechanisms to Virginia tended to have a
slightly lower reliance on state funds appropriations than Virginia community colleges. Colleges in 19
states' with similar funding structures to Virginia received 37 petrcent of their funding from state
funding appropriations in 2023, according to data from the National Center for Education Statistics
(NCES). Tuition and fees accounted for a similar proportion of revenues at community colleges in

!'The 19 other states used for this comparison were Alabama, Colorado, Georgia, Hawaii, Indiana, Kentucky, Louisiana,
Maine, Massachusetts, Minnesota, New Hampshire, North Dakota, Rhode Island, South Dakota, Tennessee, Utah, Ver-
mont, Washington, and West Virginia. These states were selected because, like Virginia, they do not require their local
governments to contribute funding to their community colleges.
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other states with an average of 17 percent of revenues coming from tuition and fees in 2023 (Figure
E-1).

FIGURE E-1
State share of revenue has grown

29% 36% =ib58  All other

P88 Tuition & fees
33% 32% 19%
22%

State funds

100%

0%

FY18 FY19 FY20 Fy21 FY22 FY23 FY24

SOURCE: JLARC staff analysis of VCCS annual financial statements, FY18-FY24.

NOTE: Includes only revenues for the 23 colleges and excludes revenues for system office and shared services center. Revenues are ad-
justed for inflation.

Enrollment changes have made subsidies across programs difficult to maintain,
which could hinder continued shift to CTE

Historically, VCCS colleges cross-subsidize their programs to balance their finances, whereby less ex-
pensive programs provide their excess revenues to fund more expensive programs. As enrollment has
declined and the enrollment composition has shifted, these historical cross-subsidies have become
more difficult to maintain. If these enrollment trends continue as expected, this dynamic will increas-
ingly stress college finances.

Currently, community colleges receive the same funding for each full-time equivalent student. The
base plus funding approach essentially provides the same amount of state funds per full-time equiva-
lent student, regardless of program. Similarly, VCCS charges students the same tuition per credit hour
tuition, irrespective of which courses they take.

Several trends and policy decisions may make it more difficult to use the state’s current funding ap-
proach moving forward. Chief among these is the shift in the composition of students and courses
as enrollment has declined. Thete are about 27,000 fewer academic transfer students since 2017—18.
During this time period, CTE enrollment and dual enrollment have increased (Figure E-2).
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FIGURE E-2
Composition of enrollment has changed as total enrollment has declined

- 238.7K 235.1K 226.5K 221.6K 212.2K 215.3K 222.9K 235.7K Total students
%

Non placed
18% 0% 22% 24% Dual
24% 23% 24% 0 )
. 28% W 28% I 235 M 20% JRGT:
Transfer

0%

201718 2018-19  2019-20 2020-21 202122  2022-23  2023-24  2024-25

SOURCE: JLARC analysis of VCCS student enrollment data, 2017-18 through 2024-25.
NOTE: Figures represent total headcount enroliment. Enroliment includes dual enrollment students and non-credit FastForward students
(categorized as CTE students in this graphic).

Decline in academic transfer students is eroding subsidization of higher cost CTE
students

Academic transfer courses are typically less expensive for colleges to teach than CTE courses, but
students are charged the same amount of tuition. Across all VCCS courses in FY24, colleges spent an
average of $242 per credit hour for academic transfer courses compared with $466 per credit hour for
CTE courses; however, colleges received an average of $341 in revenue per credit hour for all courses.
Therefore, transfer courses have $126 in excess revenue per credit hour, and CTE courses have a
deficit of $99 per credit hour. Costs of specific types of courses vary dramatically though. For exam-
ple, among CTE courses, fire safety courses cost an average of $364 per credit hour while dental
hygiene courses cost an average of $1,588 per credit hour. The cost of academic transfer courses
varies too, but not as dramatically as CTE courses. For example, the average cost per credit hour for
an English class is $205, while the average cost per credit hour for a chemistry class is $398.

Historically, community colleges could subsidize across programs because they taught more credit
hours of lower cost academic transfer courses than higher cost CTE courses. However, the 28 percent
decline in academic transfer students is eroding this historical subsidy, which is creating at least two
problems. First, colleges are collecting less tuition from academic transfer students, but the increase
in state funds has been somewhat masking this trend. Second, colleges are having difficulty sustaining
or expanding credit CTE programs because these programs do not bring in enough funding to sup-
port themselves.

These enrollment trends are unlikely to abate soon, and VCCS’s enrollment composition is likely to
continue shifting away from academic transfer students to CTE and dual enrollment students over the
next several years. If students and families continue to place less value and emphasis on earning a
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four-year degree, VCCS could see additional declines in enrollment for academic transfer students
who currently account for the largest portion of VCCS’s enrollment.

To help mitigate this challenge, VCCS is considering charging relatively low course fees for courses in
certain CTE areas. The fee amounts contemplated (e.g., $25 or $50 per credit hour) are relatively
modest, and it is unclear whether these fees can make a material difference. Additionally, the programs
under consideration for course fees are in many occupations with relatively high employer demand
and a large number of jobs, precisely the types of fields that state policy has been encouraging students
to enter. For example, fees are being considered for healthcare (e.g., practical nursing, dental hygiene,
radiography), skilled trades (e.g., automotive, diesel engine, electrical, welding), and advanced manu-
facturing (e.g, instrumentation, machine technology). These course fees could discourage student en-
rollment in these fields, which may have some of the greatest potential to help students attain em-
ployment and increase their earning potential. The State Board for Community Colleges voted to
conceptually approve moving forward with developing an approach to course fees for certain CTE
programs that would begin to be phased in beginning in academic year 2026-27.

Some states, such as North Carolina, are considering adjusting their funding model to reflect these
revenue changes and better incentivize expanding or creating new CTE courses. North Carolina’s
legislature is evaluating a proposal to differentiate the state’s community college funding per student,
with more funding for programs that prepare students for jobs in fields with high workforce demand.
Texas introduced a new funding model for its community colleges in 2023 that provides funding to
colleges based on outcomes (e.g., number of high-demand credentials produced, number of success-
ful transfers to a four-year institution, number of dual enrollment students completing a certain num-
ber of credit hours) rather than enrollment. In both cases, additional funding is needed to transition
to a new financial model. In Texas, the state legislature appropriated an additional $210 million for
community colleges than in the previous year. In North Carolina, the community college system esti-
mates it will need $93 million in additional state appropriations annually to transition to a new funding
model.

Colleges will no longer charge students for dual enroliment courses but still
receive funds through base adequacy formula

Another changing revenue subsidy is related to colleges’ fastest growing student population. Dual
enrollment has grown 26 percent since 2018. Until recently, students and school divisions would pay
community colleges varying amounts for student participation in dual enrollment programs. The
state’s current funding formula for community colleges also provides funding for these students. Rel-
ative to other types of courses taught by college faculty on the campus or online, these dual enrollment
courses cost a college far less than other courses.

As of fall 2025, colleges will be prohibited from charging students for certain dual enrollment courses
under the terms of CCRV. This is beneficial for students and reasonable given colleges’ minimal costs
related to dual enrollment courses. However, this will reduce tuition revenue for some colleges, which
may necessitate reductions or shifts in other areas. As of spring 2025, nine colleges were not charging
for dual enrollment. These colleges either never charged for dual enrollment or recently stopped. The
revenue decline for these colleges is either not relevant or already absorbed. However, the other 14
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have been charging anywhere between 2 percent and 30 percent of full tuition for dual enrollment;
these colleges will lose associated revenue.
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