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SECONDARY RESEARCH REVIEW

We reviewed the overall community college landscape to 
better understand how it’s shifting and evolving. But 
also to identify potential opportunities for Columbus 
State to capitalize on any emerging trends 
or opportunities. 

Our sources of secondary research include:

	 •		National	Student	Clearinghouse	Research	Center

	 •		Transfer	and	Mobility:	A	National	View	of	
Pre-Degree	Student	Movement	in	Postsecondary	
Institutions

	 •	The	Chronicle	of	Higher	Education

	 •	Inside	Higher	Ed

	 •	Washington	Post

	 •	Institute	for	Higher	Education	Policy

	 •		American	Association	of	Community	Colleges

observations

1. Reverse transfer

Fact: One-third of college students switch institutions at least once 
before earning a degree.

Implication: Personal, economic and academic factors feed this 
behavior. Students attend a four-year institution and transfer out during 
their sophomore year. Some students head off to university because 
that’s what’s expected of them. 

OPPORtuNItY: Columbus State should capitalize on the opportunity 
to attract those students for whom a traditional pathway to a 4-year 
institution is either unclear or unattainable. Preparing students 
academically and socially before they transfer can elevate their chance 
of success.

 

2. technical careers are in demand

Fact: The information services sector is targeted to have an aggressive 
8.5 average annual percent growth, while nearly one in five jobs created 
over this decade will be in health care.

Implication: Students who are undecided about what to study or are 
looking to find success in a technical career may not find success at a 
traditional four-year institution. Sometimes it’s not a good fit for them, 
or it doesn’t align with their career goals.  

OPPORtuNItY: Communicate how Columbus State readily 
contributes to the vitality of the economy in Central Ohio—it’s 
enhancing the workforce with people who are technically skilled 
to the highest standard. 
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3. Measurement of success

Fact: The Department of Education will soon include part-time and 
transfer students in its graduation rate. 

Implication: A large number of students attend part time, and hundreds 
of thousands of students every year transfer from a community college 
to a four-year institution. In so doing, colleges are educating students, 
but they don’t get credit for it.
 

Opportunity: Tracking the success of part-time and transfer students 
will create benchmarks for true completion data. Demonstrating 
Columbus State’s completion and success rates will elevate how the 
college perceived in the local and higher education community in terms 
of student outcomes. 
 

4. Demographic differences

Fact: Community colleges and for-profit institutions are increasingly the 
schools of choice for low-income students. About 71percent of first-
year, low-income students at postsecondary institutions attended either 
community college (52 percent) or for-profits (19 percent) in 2008. By 
contrast, 21percent attended four-year institutions, either public (15 
percent) or private (6 percent).

Implication: As more students from all backgrounds attend college, the 
socioeconomic stratification between the types of institutions—two-year 
and four-year colleges, in particular—has also increased.
 

Opportunity: Take creative steps to draw more affluent students 
alongside low-income and working-class pupils. Columbus State’s 
Preferred Pathways Program is essentially is blurring the lines between 
two- and four-year institutions and could have the desirable effect of 
increasing both access and equality. 

SECONDARY RESEARCH REVIEW

5. Money talks

Fact: State legislators—who provide the bulk of funding to community 
colleges—appear to have little personal experience with attending 
two-year institutions. 74.7 percent of state legislators had at least a four-
year degree, 8.7percent had no college; and 14.1 percent had “some 
college.”

Implication: An associate’s degree apparently has little salience among 
legislators. The fact that so few legislators have attended a community 
college may reduce the sector’s political capital. At two-year colleges, 
public spending averages $9,184 per student, compared with $13,819 
per student at public research universities.
 

Opportunity: Involve state legislators in conversations about Columbus 
State’s goals and its value to the central Ohio community. Cultivate and 
maintain relationships by regularly communicating successful outcomes 
or initiatives to keep Columbus State on their radar.

Other Thoughts
In a rapidly changing America and a drastically reshaped world, 
community colleges need to reimagine their roles and the ways in 
which they do their work. The premise of the 21st-Century Commission 
on the Future of Community Colleges can be summarized in three 
sentences: 

• The American Dream is at risk. 

•  Because a highly educated population is fundamental to economic 
growth and a vibrant democracy, community colleges can help 
reclaim that dream. 

•  But stepping up to this challenge will require a dramatic redesign of 
these institutions, each college’s mission, and, most critically, their 
students’ educational experiences.
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The educational experience
Audiences are aware of Columbus State but not 
necessarily of the breadth of programs offered or the 
impressive level of focused teaching.

Academic intent
Students have a number of different reasons for 
attending the college and unique objectives for 
what they’d like to achieve . 

Campus diversity
Recent data continues to reinforce and support 
the fact that the student body is vastly diverse 
in age and ethnicity. 

Non-traditional learners
Non-traditional students and “lifelong learners” looking 
to shift careers or advance in their current careers 
continue to be a growing demographic for the college . 

Satellite sites
Regional campuses are seen as an added value 
to students, especially those who live outside 
Franklin County .

SECONDARY RESEARCH REVIEW

findings and implications from the knowledge 
and planning research

Emphasize the quality and scope of the college’s academic 
programs to help elevate perceptions about its quality, and 
improve awareness of its offering .  

Communications need to reinforce the college’s mission of being 
open to all, and demonstrate how the college can be flexible and 
accommodating to individual student needs .

Representing the diversity of the student body in communications will 
authentically reflect the inclusive nature of Columbus State and 
align with the on-campus experience .

Opportunities exist to better understand how the college can serve 
this group, accommodating their unique needs and easing their 
transition into (or back to) an academic environment .

Continue to promote the satellite sites to their surrounding areas — 
increasing visibility to those who may find the Columbus campus too 
long of a commute .  
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INtERNAl
INtERVIEw
FINDINGS

What we heard

We’ve talked to a diverse group of individuals to 
gain insights and perspectives about Columbus 
State. This process has consisted of small group 
discussions and one-on-one interviews with 
several key audience groups: 

	 •	Evening	students

	 •	Day	students

	 •	Prospective	students

	 •	Faculty

	 •	Staff

	 •	Senior	leadership

	 •	Workforce	Development
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INTERNAL INTERVIEW FINDINgS

FINDING N   01

COmmuNItY 
COllEGE 
StIGmAS 

The college is suffering from some negative perceptions 
commonly associated with community colleges . But 
these perceptions don’t align with reality, and the 
college isn’t getting credit for the quality education it 
provides . A new and compelling story that focuses 
on quality will start changing how the college 
is perceived .

“People think 
community college is for 
flunkies — they think it’s 

a joke.” “Some of the problem is 
convincing people that 

it’s a legit college.”

“They look at us as if we 
weren’t smart enough in 
the real world and came 

to teach here. We’re 
here because we care 
about our students.”

“Some people look at us 
as if we were Walmart 
compared to Macy’s.”

“To a lot of people, community colleges 
are a last choice. Once somebody gets 
here, they realize it’s not just a ‘booby 

prize’ place to be.”
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INTERNAL INTERVIEW FINDINgS

FINDING N   02

thE VAluE OF 
VAluE

Students today are looking for the best education 
they can afford — a quality return on their investment . 
Almost every student we spoke to mentioned cost as a 
key driver in deciding to attend Columbus State . And 
while money does matter, it’s important to tell a more 
compelling story about the value of a Columbus 
State education and elevate the conversation beyond 
dollars and cents .

“You can explore what 
you want to do. The 
affordability makes it 

easier to try new things.”
“My less expensive 
class here was more 
challenging than the 

more expensive class at 
another college.”

“Cost brings people in, 
but once on campus 

students say they fall in 
love with being here. 
Having one on one 

relationships with faculty, 
having people who care, 

feeling supported.”

“It’s just as good as any 
university, but cheaper 
and quicker to get your 
education completed.”

“Our value is in being hands-on and 
truly committed to the success of each 

individual student. Our value isn’t limited 
to just our price.”
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INTERNAL INTERVIEW FINDINgS

FINDING N   03

ShOwCASING
SuCCESS

Columbus State students are interested in seeing how 
previous students have found success after leaving 
the college . Showcasing alumni accomplishments will 
make going to college feel more attainable, putting 
professional or academic achievement within reach . 
Our student success stories must demonstrate our 
outcomes in an authentic and inspirational way. 

“An angle I’d like to 
see is to show someone 

who graduated from 
Columbus State 

and is now a 
successful person.”

“We don’t see a 
lot of what people do 
after they graduate — 

let’s show our 
success stories.” 

“I like to see what 
others went on to do. 
Seeing others succeed 
makes me think I can 

do it, too.”

“This school is about 
changing the trajectory 

of people’s lives. We 
need to show how we 

do that.”

“There are hospitals that take CSCC 
graduates over others because of the 

education you get here. That’s something 
I would have wanted  to know before I 

came here.”
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INTERNAL INTERVIEW FINDINgS

FINDING N   04

COuGAR
pRIDE

The students at Columbus State, though they’re diverse 
in age, ethnicity, and life experience, share a deep 
pride in being part of the college and its community . 
With such a robust and growing alumni population, 
we’re missing an opportunity to stay connected, and 
to leverage a host of brand ambassadors eager to 
advocate for the college .  

“Columbus State is a 
pretty special place. 
I think the students 
themselves tell the 

best stories.”

“I think a lot of our 
students are proud 
that they graduated 

from here — we need 
a stronger alumni 

organization.”

“Our alumni department 
isn’t as robust as it could 

be — we need to find 
out where students went 

and what they 
are doing.”

“I brag about the school 
when I go back home. 
I’m proud to tell them 

I go here.”

“College changes lives, yes, but for most of 
us, it is what we were expected to do. But 

these students fight for this experience. These 
students who go to Columbus State fought for 

it and are proud.”
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INTERNAL INTERVIEW FINDINgS

FINDING N   05

FACultY 
FOCuSED

Students particularly value the teaching and hands-on 
experience many Columbus State adjunct professors 
bring to the classroom . However, to help raise 
perceptions and convey the college’s academic quality, 
we need to strike a balance between highlighting 
the real-world experience of adjunct professors and 
bringing a greater focus to the impressive list of 
high-caliber academic faculty on staff .

“I have several 
professors who teach 

here and at OSU.”

“The people who come 
out of industry and teach 
here is a big strength —
our part-timers can keep 

us current.”
“We’re picking the best 
of the best to work here 

full-time; it’s hugely 
competitive to get a 

job here.”

“The professors have 
real-world experience 
— they aren’t doing a 
bunch of research on 

the side.”

“My teachers are out in the field every 
day. They know the business and can tell 
me what classes are most important for 
me to take and what isn’t as necessary.”
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INTERNAL INTERVIEW FINDINgS

FINDING N   06

EASE OF 
tRANSItION

For many students, accessibility is a key factor in 
their decision to attend Columbus State . Whether 
it’s the flexible schedule or the smooth transition into 
college, Columbus State makes it easy for students to 
accomplish their goals . Communicating clearly about 
our transfer programs with four-year institutions, and 
about the support we offer to students transitioning 
back into an academic environment, is compelling 
evidence for our position .

“Columbus State can be 
a bridge to a four-year 
school or a career. You 
have options when you 

come here.”

“When students fail out 
of another school, the 
jolt allows them to get 

a second chance. Trying 
to enroll again into a 

four-year college can be 
really hard.”

“Flexibility is a big thing for me — I have 
kids at home and can’t spend all day here, 
but Columbus State makes it easy for me 

to balance my classes and my family.”

“People really need 
to know about the 
Preferred Pathways 

Program, and how easy 
it is to transition to a 

four-year school.”

“We have a lot more 
adults coming — people 

who were laid off or 
are looking for a career 

change.”
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INTERNAL INTERVIEW FINDINgS

FINDING N   07

tAlENt 
INVEStmENt

Workforce Development is a tremendous asset to 
Columbus State and the local business community . 
The breadth of our offering is neither completely 
understood nor clearly communicated. We need 
to better define how we talk about Workforce 
Development and its value to the community . 

“Mayor Coleman says 
we’re the best-kept 

secret in Columbus —
we don’t want to be a 

secret.”

“Some people on 
campus don’t know 

what we do. We need to 
communicate our offer 
internally as well as to 

the community.”
“We’ll find out what 
you need and deliver 

on it. We listen and we 
respond. We don’t set 
up a blind solution.”

“We need to come 
up with our value 

proposition to better 
position ourselves in 

the community.”

“It’s a huge task for this college to 
articulate its value. The community 

couldn’t exist without us — they just don’t 
know that.”
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COmmu-
NICAtIONS 

AuDIt
How Columbus State 
communicates today

We conducted an in-depth audit of current 
communication touch points in order to 
understand what’s working and what’s not. 

For this audit we looked at the following: 

	 •	advertising

	 •	collateral	and	printed	materials

	 •	website	and	social	media

	 •	TV	and	radio

 
With each piece we looked for: 

WHAT Columbus State is saying 
and HOW they are saying it
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advertising

•  Ads focus on college attributes, but lack an overall brand 
message. 

•  Staged and stock photography do not feel authentic to the 
college .

•  Advertising does not clearly convey the key messages that are 
most important to prospective students .

collateral: admissions

•  Collateral pieces do not have clear headlines that make it easy for 
the reader to know what they’re going to read about .  

•  While materials are approachable and welcoming, they do not 
convey the quality of education that Columbus State offers . 

•  Using quotes from faculty, current students, and alumni helps 
give prospective students a preview of the Columbus State 
experience . 
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collateral: post enrollment information

•  Some materials are too long and not easy to scan for highlights. 

•   “Best Move” and “good Move” call-outs are nice for pertinent 
information, but the current content feels too general. 

•  Many brochures are available to students, but they are visually 
inconsistent with the brand.

 

delaware specific 

•  Brochures focus too much on the Delaware campus and 
the facility’s efficiency; instead, they should incorporate a more 
compelling benefits story . 

•  Collateral is generally consistent and creates a cohesive system 
of materials; however, these materials do not align with the 
larger brand.

•  Using key college stats offers useful information in a quick and 
easy-to-read way.
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center for workforce development

•  Workforce Development materials use the logo inconsistently, 
and therefore miss an opportunity to leverage the Columbus 
State brand. 

•  Materials highlight what the centers offer, but lack a strong 
benefits-driven message.

•  Focused on service offerings and Center stats, this collateral does 
not articulate a strong positioning of what the Center stands for .

 

website & social media 

•  Using student testimonials to showcase outcomes makes the 
college feel more approachable to prospective students .  

•  The website’s primary navigation is intuitive and easy to use, 
and its layout makes the most important information and links 
readily accessible .

•  Facebook content primarily targets enrolled students, and misses 
an opportunity to engage with prospective students . 

•  Video and photography provide a platform for sharing the 
Columbus State student experience.  
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tv & radio

•  The use of real students enhances the college’s authenticity 
and credibility.

•  Prospective students can relate to the ads, although the tagline 
could be more meaningful.

•  The diversity of the student body is effectively conveyed — creating 
a sense of inclusivity and community.

•  Highlighting specific programs and services helps paint a clearer 
picture of what Columbus State can offer students .

 

DEFINING 
OuR 

AuDIENCE
Who	we	talk	to

During the workshop we collaboratively 
defined three core groups of audiences that 
best represent the CSCC student body . While 
we recognize that there are some additional 
audiences that fall outside of these groups, these 
three groups are inclusive of the majority of 
Columbus State students and allow us to better 
define who we talk to and what we say .
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Who are they: 

•  a younger student, likely a recent high 
school graduate

• tend to skew female

• from a suburban environment

• likely to live at home and commute

• may be working part time

•  may be insecure about their potential 
and struggle academically, but have 
ambitious goals

•  more likely to affiliate with their 4-year 
institution rather than Columbus State .

What matters to them: 

• the ability to transfer credits easily 

•  access to activities often associated with 
the more traditional college experience

•  the ability to get an affordable education

•  because most are undecided in major, 
the ability to explore a range of interests

•  a learning environment that is small and 
personal

DEFININg OUR AUDIENCE

the transfer student

This student views Columbus State as a springboard to next, and is 
interested in attending the college with the intention of transferring to 
a 4-year institution . 

Who are they: 

•  tend to be older; likely having taken a 
break from high school

•  the tech side skews male, while health 
and wellness leans more female

•  likely to come from a blue collar 
background

•  works full or part time

•  has a practical mindset

•  more likely to be a first generation 
student

•  culturally diverse

•  are likely to have a strong affinity to 
the college, particularly their peers and 
program of study

What matters to them: 

• the ability to achieve their career goals

•  the excellence of specific programs 
offered

•  the ability to complete their degree 
quickly

•  access to hands on learning and 
application

the Career and Tech student

This student is less interested in the traditional college route and is 
driven by the desire to turn an interest or hobby into a lasting career . 
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Who are they: 

•  often adults 30 – mid 50’s

•  often underemployed or out of work

•  often have kids and are juggling things 
outside of work

•  may be former military

•  looking for a quick fix for their career

•  tend to be strong students who are 
excited about changing their careers

•  may be anxious about their transition 
back to college

What matters to them: 

•  the ability to be successful inside and 
outside the classroom

•  access to tuition reimbursement 

•  outcomes, specific to available jobs and 
potential salaries

•  the ability to earn credit for life 
experience

the Retooling student

Eager to make a career change, this student views Columbus State as 
an opportunity to change or improve their career . 

DEFININg OUR AUDIENCE

DEFINING 
OuR  bRAND 
pERSONAlItY

Our	Visual	and	Verbal	
Expression
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OUR VERBAL ExPRESSION

WHO AM I?

During a collaborative working session with the Columbus State 
marketing team, we conducted an exercise to help us define the brand 
personality of Columbus State .The Who Am I exercise helped us think 
about who the Columbus State brand would be if it were a person and 
gave us a good sense of the school’s character . This exercise will help 
inform the tone of voice our communications take . 

IF CSCC WERE A PERSON: BECAuSE, CSCC:

1. Major goal is to: Make a difference Wants to inspire others.

2. Spends evenings: Learning a new skill Always wants to be relevant

3. Greets people with: “Good to see you, Stacy.” Is welcoming, personal, and sincere

4. Aspires to: Change people’s lives. Wants to help others reach their goals.

5. Opens a speech with: An interesting story Has experience to share. 

6. When working in a group says: “How can I help?” Is supportive and encouraging. 

7. When choosing a restaurant wants to: Try someplace new Strives to be a leader.

8. When working in a group: Builds consensus Believes in collaboration.

9. Most values: Community Believes we all achieve more together.

10. Wants to be thought of as: Capable Is strong and smart.

11. Knows everything about: What’s going on in the 
community

Is committed to being a resource to Central Ohio. 

12. Fears: Complacency Is growing and wants to keep the momentum going.
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OUR VISUAL ExPRESSION

HOt OR NOt?

During our Discovery workshop, participants 
were asked to participate in a visual exercise to 
better define how the college’s brand personality 
would be expressed graphically . The results 
of this exercise will help inform the way our 
communication materials look and feel. 

HOt:	Columbus	State	is	real	and	down	to	earth.
NOt:	Columbus	State	is	not	trendy	or	overly	collegiate.

Photos: Most	gravitated	towards	smiling	faces	and	
bright	colors.

Statements: Liked	the	idea	of	simple	statements	that	
state	their	purpose	without	being	overly	intricate	or	
detailed.

HOT OR NOT?
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hot
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not




