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A large part of a successful ABE transition to college  program in a community college is providing students with opportunities for leadership. Positive leadership experiences help students overcome isolation in the new college environment, foster self-confidence, and replace past negative concepts of “school” with more positive perceptions. Positive leadership roles can also provide constructive experiences for students who enter community college with strong leadership qualities but also a set of risk factors that may prevent them for identifying suitable paths.

Because most community college students commute to school, college remains only a part of their lives; it is hard to find a time and place to find a role outside the classroom. The Next Step Up Program (NSU) at Greenfield Community College recognizes that participation in extracurricular activities improves student retention in community colleges. For this reason, NSU provides opportunities for students to come together as a group (cohort), where leaders can naturally emerge in a supportive and resourceful environment.   

NSU supports students who have their GED and want to enter college successfully. They are mandated to take the College Success class, and they take an English course with their cohort members. They meet regularly with their advisor. NSU is funded through the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education as a transition to college program.   

College Success Class

The first opportunities for leadership arise in the College Success class. This participatory class offers students a place to develop individual projects or to engage in group projects. The College Success class places students in learning  teams where they stay throughout the semester to investigate college success skills. Students’ projects are connected to the skills they need for their college journeys; therefore, they get to practice essential skills in their first semester.

For example, one College Success class read Eight Rules to Live By: From the Heart by Robin Roberts, cohost of Good Morning America. The class wrote to Roberts and explained how their experiences related to hers and how the book motivated them. She invited them to come to a taping of the show in Times Square in New York City. For some students this was their first opportunity to leave Western Massachusetts, and for many of them it was their first trip to a big city. For all of us the trip provided an opportunity to see a major broadcast show taped. 

To pay for the transportation to NYC, students did some fund-raising. They invited another College Success class to join them, and together the group raised the money. On November 28, 2007, we boarded a bus to NYC at 2:30 A.M. This highly successful trip united the group, providing a sense of belonging and “we can do it” spirit. When we returned, the president of GCC refunded the money students had spent and gave them the opportunity to use the money to continue their sense of group connection. Students then created the Breakfast Club, an online network of student support and a great example of what a College Success class can accomplish.

Work Study

Research has shown that work-study positions enhance retention by helping students feel a valuable part of the community (Laux ’05; Austin & McDermott ’03). Work-study positions at GCC provide valuable opportunities for leadership development, and the NSU program uses these positions successfully. The college admission department provides three 10 hour slots for work-study positions; over the past several semesters those slots have been filled with NSU students. These positions carry responsibility (and some stress), but they also afford some flexibility in case of sick children or unreliable transportation—common reasons for absences and lateness. The work-study supervisor mentors his students with care. He provides a strict work code, but he also provides opportunities for students to make mistakes and still feel comfortable coming back to work. The supervisor has observed growth in the quality of students’ work and an improvement in academic work as well. 

One former work-study student said that since she started working for admissions, she comes to school more often and has more investment in doing well academically because she believes she belongs someplace. In addition to on site positions, the financial aid department also coordinates some work-study positions with nonprofit organizations in the county.  These include local adult education programs, the Orange Library  and Big Brother Big Sister of Franklin County. NSU students are encouraged to apply for these positions, and several have been hired.

Another opportunity for leadership development through NSU is found at statewide workshops and conferences where students are encouraged and supported to facilitate sessions.  This year several members of NSU will present at local conferences  such as the Massachusetts Alliance for Adult Literacy (MassAAL), Network ’08, and the National College Transitions Network (NCTN) conference. In addition, students were invited to do a presentation at the GCC Dean’s Committee. Several students have participated in other classes and college projects. These opportunities take students beyond their own world and help them see themselves in the larger college community.  

Student One’s Story

Student One, the single mother of a bright 3-year-old, had tried college twice before returning to GCC. She had heard about NSU through a local adult education program’s transitional coordinator. Student One was laid off from a long term job and decided she needed a career and a means to support her family. She felt that with support from NSU she could complete an associate’s degree.

Student One led her class with enthusiasm and took advantage of everything it had to offer. Since enrolling in NSU she has been on the dean’s list every semester. When a work-study position opened in admissions, the director of admissions asked her to apply and she was hired. She had been given the valuable opportunity to shine in a safe environment. Passionate about the issues that single parent students face going back to school, Student One asked for help from NSU to start a single parents’ network on campus. Through her experiences with the network, Student One is learning how to facilitate meetings, to oversee activities with students, and to organize groups, all important and transferable leadership skills. 

Student One won the Massachusetts Coalition for Adult Education (MCAE) volunteer award in 2007 for her work with the Parent Network and volunteer work at The Literacy Project, Inc. At the Network ‘07 conference Student One stood in front of about 400 people and gave a speech, something she thought she could not do. Since then she has won several scholarships. She left her work-study position for a job with Big BrothersBig Sisters of Franklin County where she now works for the executive director. 

Meanwhile, Student One remains involved with both NSU and the college in general. She plans to transfer to Smith College after she completes her associate’s degree in liberal arts with a focus in law. “I find that balancing college, work, and parenting is very challenging but the support from everyone around me provides me with the motivation to be involved and successful.” She also says, “College is expensive, but worth every penny. I have never felt as confident and happy in my life as I do now.”

Student Two quit high school to have her first child and never returned to graduate. In her early fifties, she entered the North Quabbin Adult Education Center (NQAEC) where she prepared for and passed her GED. Student Two attended an admissions visit that I did at NQAEC for their transitions program. Intrigued, she called and made an appointment to visit the college and soon enrolled. During her second semester she was offered one of the off campus work-study positions at NQAEC. She has worked there ever since, helping other adults and youths to complete their GEDs.  

Student Three, a quiet and unassuming student, might have been overlooked as a leader. However, she made the most of the opportunities available to her through NSU. In addition to her own success, which includes a consistently high academic average,  an academic award, and special scholarships, Student Three provides support to other transitions students by cheering them on and by providing transportation to class.

Student Four, a vibrant 17-year-old, sees her role in her NSU cohort as a leader. She especially enjoys leading outdoor activities and plans to get a degree in outdoor leadership. Because of her work in her College Success class, she was nominated by NSU teachers to sit on the Governor’s Youth Council  and was appointed. Even though she is young, her classmates recognize her energy and creativity and feel confident about letting her lead projects. These opportunities help shape Student Four’s self-image as a natural leader.   

Nine NSU students are work-study students; three are interviewing for off-site jobs. Eight students are planning conference  presentations. A new group of 20 are just starting College Success; no doubt, leaders in that group will emerge as organically as the ones who preceded them. They will volunteer to redo the bulletin board, recreate the brochure, or lead class projects.  When ABE transitions projects and community colleges provide opportunities and support for student leadership development, as NSU  has done, students are more likely to succeed.  

Lindy Whiton is the coordinator of Next Step Up at Greenfield Community College. She can be reached at

<WhitonL@gcc.mass.edu>.
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