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Background and Purpose of the Study
Cuyamaca College’s Pathway Navigation grant team partnered with the Institutional Effectiveness, Success, and Equity office (IESE) to
conduct focus groups with students to learn about their experiences and knowledge of Cuyamaca College’s Academic and Career
Pathways (ACPs). The purpose of this project was to learn about students’ experiences and identify institutional barriers to student
success in order to gather suggestions for improving services, processes, and support at Cuyamaca College through a guided
pathways and equity lens.

Focus Group Participants and Protocol
A total of 25 students participated in five separate one-hour focus groups. Focus group participants included students enrolled as of
census in Spring 2022 classes. Focus group participants were grouped by their ACP, and each participant received a $25 gift card after
the conclusion of the focus group. Two members of the IESE office attended each session, in which one facilitated the discussion and
the other served as the note-taker. The focus group protocol is included in the Appendix on page 8.

Summary of the Findings Results
Students shared feedback about their experiences at Cuyamaca College including at campus events, interactions with student
services and resources, and connections with other students and faculty members. Most students indicated they had not been able
to participate in campus events due to scheduling challenges and/or the pandemic. Some other challenges students identified were a
lack of information about what is happening on campus including whether students were welcomed back on campus since its
closure, which student resources were available in-person and/or online, and difficulty navigating the campus. Lastly, students
mentioned it was difficult to connect with other students and faculty due to a mostly-online learning environment, and students said
they felt a lack of community at the college in general. As a whole, most students appreciated the flexibility of having online classes,
but also wanted to find more ways to connect with students in this new environment.
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➤ Student Introductions

Why Students Chose Cuyamaca College
Students were asked to begin by introducing themselves and identifying why they chose to receive their education at Cuyamaca
College. The most common reason, given by ten students, for choosing Cuyamaca College was the College’s location and its
convenience. Other common responses included low tuition costs, the programs/courses offered, and because of family and friends
or outreach events at their high schools.

Academic and Career Pathways at Cuyamaca College
During introductions, students were asked what they have previously heard about ACPs at Cuyamaca, if anything. A majority of
students who responded had little knowledge about ACPs at Cuyamaca College. However, the few students who were familiar with
ACPs learned about these through their participation in Pathway Academy.

➤ Campus Events and Participation

Student Participation at Campus Events
When asked about student participation at campus events, many students stated they had not attended any events in recent years
due to scheduling challenges and the pandemic. Of the students who had participated in events on campus, the events they
attended included: student organizations or club events, Take Back the Night (a Culture and Community Circle event), a virtual Phi
Theta Kappa (PTK) event where students were introduced to the different student organizations and clubs on campus, financial and
academic workshops, a virtual transfer event for students applying to SDSU, and a networking event for students in the Automotive
program. Other students mentioned events they attend at Grossmont College, including the Grossmont College’s 60th Anniversary
event and job fairs.

When asked what types of events students would be interested in attending, students were mostly interested in career and transfer
events, networking events for students, and cultural events. Students interested in career and transfer events were looking for:
● More guidance for transferring and opportunities to explore the different programs four-year institutions have to offer,
● More opportunities for internships and career placement

Students interested in networking events with other students were looking for more ways to connect with their peers on campus and
build a sense of community. This includes connecting with other students in their same program or area of study.
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Students who were interested in more cultural events were also looking for ways to connect on campus and feel welcomed. The
theme of cultural events came up throughout the focus groups but was more prominent among students in the Culture, People &
Ideas and Behavioral & Social Sciences ACPs. One student who found the Cuyamaca College campus to be unwelcoming for new
students suggested having a back-to-school night or student orientation to help students better navigate the campus.

Other recommendations included flexibility for events to accommodate more students’ schedules, including the days and times
events are held and the frequency of events. For example, one student suggested holding Career Fairs multiple times throughout the
year so that more students would be able to attend.

How Students are Informed about Campus Events
Students learned about in-person and virtual events in a variety of different ways; the most common way was through email. Other
ways students were informed about campus events were through student organizations and clubs, Canvas, the Cuyamaca College
website, faculty and staff, flyers, and other organizations or Cuyamaca College community partners. Multiple students recommended
using text messaging or direct mail as additional ways they would like to be informed of campus events.

➤ Student Services and Resources

Most Useful Student Services and Resources
The services and resources students commonly mentioned as most useful included Tutoring and the Transfer Center. Other services
and resources mentioned were Financial Aid, Cuyamaca Cares Food Pantry, Counseling, DSPS, EOPS, Pathway Academy, and Umoja.
Some students mentioned they accessed these resources exclusively online, utilizing tools such as virtual helpdesks because they
were unsure what services and resources were available in person. Another student noted the issues accessing the library.
Participants recommended notifying students that they are welcome back to campus, and explaining which resources can be
accessed in-person vs. online. Another recommendation to address this issue was better signage around campus, including
identifying wifi hotspots on campus that students can access.

Representative Student Quotes:

- “I thought they had an excellent tutoring program.”
- “Tutoring has been helpful”
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- “Tutoring department is really good… They are a really good resource.”
- “Tutoring drop-ins are so helpful. I have questions coming out of nowhere. It is ridiculously helpful and people are always so

nice”
- “Tutoring, especially drop-in tutorings [is helpful]. Having that personal connection to another student that knows what you

are going through…”
- “I wasn't aware it was offered until this semester. I think emailing students about this service would be helpful.”

Students also discussed additional services or resources that would be helpful for them. Many students requested more Transfer
Center workshops and transfer application assistance, specifically for UCSD. One student stated, “It is difficult to find transfer
requirements. Maybe we can add a tab to that Canvas tool or similar where requirements for transfer are more clearly laid out. Right
now you have to go to the website and find the PDF. “

Multiple students mentioned wanting access to free loaner laptops. Another student recommended distributing resources for
students similar to the Cuyamaca Cares drive-through pantry, making it quick and easy for students to access essential items, like
diapers and loaner laptops.

How Students are Informed about Available Services and Resources
Students reported that they are notified about available services and resources through email, Canvas, the Cuyamaca College
website, faculty, Pathway Academy, and the Veterans Center. Students recommended adding text messaging as another way to
inform students of these services and resources.

➤ Student and Faculty Connection

Student Connection
A number of students reported they found it difficult to connect with other students in an online environment, which resulted in a
lack of a sense of community at Cuyamaca College. When trying to connect with other students on campus, students resorted to
technology like Canvas and Zoom. Other trends included students taking it upon themselves to create class group chats on
applications such as GroupMe and Discord. Some students mentioned it would be helpful if their professors started these group
chats instead of students, and if they provided more professor-facilitated interactions for students inside or outside of the classroom.
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For example, one student said, “The teachers could encourage students to connect with each other. I wanted to connect with other
students but there wasn’t a chance to do that.”

Student comments on connecting with other students and feeling a lack of a sense of community at Cuyamaca College:
- “I don't connect with students”
- “Don’t feel a sense of community because covid made everything more difficult and everything is virtual. Hard to create that

sense of community when there is no face-to-face communication.”
- “I would like to connect with other students but it's hard when everything is online.
- “Pre-covid - wonderful; now complete virtual. Not really a sense of community now because I don't see anyone face-to-face”
- “It’s a little isolating online. Online is very hard. Zoom is still isolating. We are trying our best…”

Students who were able to connect with others did so through Athletics, Pathway Academy, PTK, and other student organizations. As
a whole, most students appreciated the flexibility of having online classes, but also wanted to find more ways to connect with
students in this new environment.

Faculty Connection
Students said they mainly connected with faculty through Canvas, email, phone, Zoom, office hours, and/or in-person. One student
mentioned she liked that faculty at Grossmont College use an application called Remind, which allows faculty to reach out to
students and let them know when they are available. This same student said it was “less pressure on the student to make the first
move,” and students can easily respond with a direct message.

There were mixed responses on whether or not students felt that the professors were responsive and easily accessible. Some
students mentioned their professors held flexible office hours, which made it easy to reach out to them with questions. In general,
students want more face-to-face or one-on-one contact with their professors. One student mentioned, “the only time I’m engaging is
when asking about assignments.” Another student noted that the online environment makes it more difficult to ask for reference
letters from teachers because of the lack of connection. Lastly, students mentioned it was easier to connect with faculty in their
major because they usually taught multiple classes that a student took, which made it easier to build a relationship.
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➤ Student Experiences

Participants were asked to share a time when they felt connected to campus, and several shared positive experiences, including
culturally-validating experiences, representation in campus events, and individual interactions with faculty and staff on campus.
Representative responses included the following:

- “I remember there was an event online and we were sharing about the Middle Eastern community. I felt very heard and
connected. Having those cultural talks, even if it’s in classrooms, having the ability to share and connect with people who
have gone through similar experiences…”

- “I felt connected when there was a meeting I joined. There were quite a few people that understood the Mexican culture and
they were super understanding. If you need help or someone to talk to [they said] we are here for you.”

- “I went to an event talking about the culture… it was a really good experience and felt really connected to the college at that
event. I learned a lot…“

- “A time when [I] felt connected to Cuyamaca was at the Bookstore. The staff was friendly, welcoming, and helpful. That one
interaction changed my perspective on campus.”

- “I came back last semester after I was connected to an advisor who helped connect me to Umoja, and helped convince me to
come back to school after a bad incident at a previous institution.”

- “The Counseling department was excellent, better than prior schools. They walked me through step-by-step and helped me
feel connected.”

- “I walked to the computer building and met a professor who took an hour out of his day to talk to me and help get me on
track. He gave me the rundown of different classes. I landed my first computer job in surveillance and got into Point Loma.”

- “Coordinator [name] helped me build trust and offered me different programs like Cuyamaca Cares. Other programs and
resources she offered helped me feel strongly connected.”

- “Shoutout to the Math Tutoring department. They help adult student learners get over their apprehension to take a math
class in order to get a degree instead of a certificate. They helped me get two A’s in math. They answered all my questions
and helped me.”

- “The Tutoring department is phenomenal. They really care about your education.”
- “Excellent professors… they do a great job at making students feel included and connected.”
- “Fantastic professors who are willing to answer questions... The Computer Science department at Cuyamaca College is good

and has great classes.”
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➤ Recommendations for Improving the Student Experience

The following action items were among students’ suggestions to improve the student experience at Cuyamaca College:

Welcoming Students to Campus
- Offer new student orientation to introduce new students to the Cuyamaca College campus
- Inform students they are welcome back to campus, and explain resources can be accessed in-person and/or online
- Provide better signage around campus

Increasing Participation at Campus Events
- Provide more career and transfer events, networking events for students, and cultural events
- Offer flexibility for events, including the days and times events are held, and offer events more frequently

Improving Student Services and Resources
- Provide additional transfer workshops and transfer application assistance
- Increase access to student services and resources by providing hybrid services and organizing the Cuyamaca College website

so it is more student-friendly
- Offer free loaner laptops

Connecting with Students
- Offer more professor-facilitated interactions for students inside and outside of the classroom
- Provide more opportunities for face-to-face and/or one-on-one contact with professors

Utilizing Technology
- Inform students about campus events via text messaging and direct mail
- Utilize applications like Remind, GroupMe, and Discord to reach out to and connect with students
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Appendix: Focus Group Protocol
Script for Facilitator

Overview:

Welcome everyone, and thank you for joining us. My name is [name], and my colleague’s name is [name]. We are from Cuyamaca
College’s Institutional Effectiveness, Success, and Equity Office, and we are conducting a study to learn about students’ experiences
at Cuyamaca College. We are going to treat this as a group discussion today. I will serve as your discussion facilitator and will ask you
a few questions. We would like you to talk about each question while [name] and I take notes on what you are saying.

Once we have interviewed several groups of students about their experiences, the feedback we receive will be compiled, and a
summary will be prepared for the College. Please be assured that no comments will be linked to any specific person, and no names
will be included in summaries. This information is being collected in order to improve student experiences at Cuyamaca College.

Ground Rules:

Before we begin, I’d like to mention a few ground rules for our discussion:
● I will be asking questions about your experience participating in events at Cuyamaca College, and connecting with other

students and faculty.
● Please feel free to speak up and share your thoughts. We are interested in hearing your opinions based on your personal

experience in the course.
● There are no right or wrong answers, so please provide your honest opinion, even if it is different from someone else’s point

of view.
● Please raise your hand when you would like to speak.
● If you don’t want to answer a particular question, that is okay.
● We want to hear everything you have to say, but we want to make sure that everyone who has something to say gets a

chance to talk.
● We also need to cover all the questions we have, so please keep this in mind in case we need to end one discussion a bit

abruptly to move on to the next question.
● We will try to catch up with you later in the discussion if you have a point that you would like to discuss more fully.
● Our discussion will last about one hour.
● Feel free to turn on your camera if you feel comfortable doing so. If you would rather leave your camera off, that is okay, too.

We will not be using the chat, so please share your responses verbally.
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● Does anyone have any questions before we start?

Focus Group Questions: (slides with questions)

Topic Question

Introductions What is your name? How long have you been a student at Cuyamaca
College? What is your major or program of study? What have you
heard about Academic and Career Pathways at Cuyamaca, if anything?
Why did you choose Cuyamaca College?

Campus Events at
Cuyamaca College

What kinds of campus events have you attended at Cuyamaca College?

(Probe for events attended at Cuyamaca College: Have you attended
any Transfer Center events? Have you attended any Career Center
events? How did you learn about those events? What did you learn or
gain from participating in those events?)

Participation in
Campus events at
Cuyamaca College

What kinds of college events are you interested in participating in?

(Probe for increasing participation at campus events: What makes you
more likely to participate in college events? What could the College do
to make you more likely to participate in campus events?)

Services and
Resources at
Cuyamaca College

What services or resources have you found most useful as a Cuyamaca
College student?

(Probe for improving resources and services for students: How did you
learn about these services or resources? How do you usually access
these services? How easy was it to use these services or resources?
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How could they be improved? What other services or resources would
be helpful to you as a student?)

Student-to-student
connection at
Cuyamaca College

How do you connect with other students at Cuyamaca College?

(Probe for increasing sense of community among students on campus:
Do you feel a sense of community with other students at our college)

Student-to-faculty
connection at
Cuyamaca College

How do you connect with faculty members at Cuyamaca College?

(Probe for increasing sense of community among students on campus:
How do you connect with faculty in your major? How do you connect
with faculty that are outside your major?)

Student experience
at Cuyamaca
College

Tell me about a time you felt strongly connected to Cuyamaca College.
What was happening at the time? Who was there? What did they do?

(Probes to identify how enjoyable student experiences are created at
Cuyamaca College: Did this occur before or during the pandemic? Tell
me about a time you felt strongly connected to Cuyamaca College
during an in-class experience. Tell me about a time you felt strongly
connected to Cuyamaca College during an out-of-class experience.
What could the College do to make students feel more connected?)

Conclusion:

Thank you for taking the time to provide us with your honest responses to our questions. You will receive a $25 gift card for your
participation today, which will be emailed to you. Please contact Bri Hays (brianna.hays@gcccd.edu) if you have any questions about
these focus groups and how your responses will be shared with college staff.
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