
 
Community colleges need language that expresses care, purpose, and public mission. Much 
of the vocabulary that circulates across the sector arose for understandable reasons. Colleges 
serve students whose lives are busy, interrupted, financially constrained, and often more 
complicated than the traditional academic model assumes. Under those conditions, 
practitioners need terms that help them name what they are trying to do well. 

The difficulty begins when those terms become so familiar and morally appealing that they 
stop functioning as tools for clear thinking. A phrase may begin as an aspiration, then harden 
into a description, and eventually be used as if it were evidence. Once that happens, the 
language can create reassurance before the underlying conditions have changed. The issue 
is rarely insincerity. It is that institutions can become more fluent in the language of progress 
than in the operational work that progress requires. 

The challenge, then, is not simply that higher education relies on familiar language. It is that 
some of its most valued phrases can drift from description into reassurance before the 
underlying institutional conditions have changed enough to justify them. In community 
colleges, where mission, care, access, and public purpose carry such moral weight, that drift 
can be especially easy to miss. A closer look at several widely used terms helps show how 
language that begins as aspiration can, over time, come to stand in for evidence of redesign. 

Access 
Access is the natural place to begin because it names the historic promise of the community 
college. It speaks to open doors, broad opportunity, low barriers to entry, and a democratic 
commitment to serve students whom other institutions may overlook or underserve. That 
promise is real, and it remains one of the most important moral strengths of the sector. 

At the same time, access can become a comforting simplification when it is treated mainly as 
an enrollment condition rather than as a student experience. A college may be accessible in 
the sense that it admits widely, offers multiple modalities, keeps tuition comparatively low, 
and provides points of entry across the calendar. Yet students do not experience the 
institution only at the front door. They experience it through schedules they can or cannot 
manage, requirements they can or cannot decipher, sequences they can or cannot sustain, 
and support systems they can or cannot reach when life becomes unstable. Under those 
conditions, access names an opening rather than a pathway. 

The consequence is significant. When access is treated as the central proof of institutional 
virtue, colleges can understate the degree to which students continue to face friction after 
entry. The college then feels morally settled because it has remained open, while students 
encounter a system that may still be difficult to navigate, difficult to recover within, and 
difficult to complete. Practitioners may then find themselves defending access as though it 
were a sufficient answer to questions that really concern continuity, momentum, and 
completion. 

WHEN INSTITUTIONAL LANGUAGE GETS AHEAD OF INSTITUTIONAL REALITY 

By: Gregory Stoup, VP Institutional Progress and Effectiveness 
Cuyahoga Community College 



2 
 

Meeting students where they are 
This phrase entered higher education for good reason. It captures an important moral instinct. 
Students arrive with different levels of preparation, different life pressures, different levels of 
confidence, and different reasons for enrolling. Colleges that ignore those realities are likely 
to design experiences around a student who exists more in policy than in life. 

The phrase becomes misleading when it remains at the level of empathy and does not move 
into institutional redesign. In practice, meeting students where they are can mean many 
things. It may mean adjusting tone, offering encouragement, expanding support, or 
recognizing the reality of work and family obligations. Those are worthwhile responses. Yet the 
phrase sometimes allows colleges to speak as though recognition itself were a form of 
structural adaptation. A college may become more compassionate in language while leaving 
unchanged the rules, timelines, course designs, and bureaucratic arrangements that continue 
to make progress fragile. 

There is another problem hidden inside the phrase. It can subtly shift the burden of response 
onto individual practitioners. Faculty members, advisors, coaches, and front-line staff are 
asked to be flexible, understanding, and responsive in the face of student complexity, even 
when the broader system remains rigid. In that environment, the institution speaks the 
language of adaptation while asking individuals to compensate for design weaknesses they 
did not create and cannot resolve on their own. 

The consequence is that care becomes personalized while constraint remains institutional. 
Students may encounter many kind people and still experience a college that is hard to move 
through. Staff may feel morally responsible for solving problems that actually require redesign 
at the level of process, sequence, scheduling, and coordination. The phrase then soothes an 
institutional conscience while distributing the practical strain downward. 

Student-centered 
Few phrases carry more moral authority in contemporary higher education than student-
centered. It suggests that the institution has oriented itself around what students need rather 
than around what is easiest for internal systems, traditions, or departmental boundaries. It is 
attractive precisely because it signals a whole posture toward institutional life. 

Its weakness is that it often names a disposition more than a design. Almost everyone in a 
community college will agree that the institution should be student-centered, yet agreement 
at that level can conceal major differences in what people believe the phrase requires. For 
one person, it means stronger advising. For another, it means clearer communication. For 
another, it means more flexible attendance policies. For another, it means redesigning 
developmental education, simplifying registration, or improving schedule predictability. The 
phrase generates solidarity because it sounds aligned, though its practical meaning often 
remains diffuse. 

That diffuseness matters because it allows the institution to describe itself in moral terms 
without identifying where student interests still give way to institutional convenience. A college 
may call itself student-centered while maintaining fragmented handoffs, confusing processes, 
limited seat availability, delayed feedback, and organizational routines that make sense from 
the inside while feeling exhausting from the student side. In that setting, the phrase becomes 
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less an accurate description than an umbrella under which many unresolved contradictions 
can sit comfortably. 

The consequence is that student-centered language can dampen institutional self-scrutiny. If 
the label is accepted too early, it becomes harder to ask where the college is still 
fundamentally organized around its own internal structures. The phrase can also make 
practitioners feel rhetorically aligned even when operational reality remains uneven across 
departments, programs, and campuses. It offers a satisfying statement of intention, though 
intention and experience have not yet converged. 

Holistic support 
Holistic support names an important truth about student life. Students do not arrive as purely 
academic beings. Their progress is shaped by transportation, childcare, employment, health, 
housing, food security, mental strain, confidence, time, and their ability to interpret 
institutional expectations. Any college that treats success as purely instructional will 
misunderstand a large share of what determines persistence. 

Yet holistic support often functions as a broad and reassuring phrase that can hide how 
fragmented the actual support environment remains. Colleges may have food pantries, 
counseling, emergency aid, case management, tutoring, advising, benefits navigation, 
success coaching, and many other services. Each may do valuable work. The problem is that 
from the student perspective these often appear as separate doors with separate rules, 
separate hours, separate staff, and separate expectations about when and how help should 
be sought. The college then describes support as holistic while students experience it as a 
series of disconnected encounters. 

The timing problem is especially important here. Support systems often activate after strain 
has become visible, after attendance has fallen, after work has been missed, after a bill has 
gone unpaid, after a course feels unrecoverable, or after a student has already disengaged 
emotionally. In those moments the institution may indeed respond with care, though the help 
arrives after instability has already deepened. Holistic language can therefore disguise how 
much of the support model remains reactive. 

The consequence is that students are still asked to do considerable coordination work at 
exactly the moment when their capacity is strained. Practitioners, meanwhile, may believe the 
college has built a strong support environment because many services exist, even though the 
student experience remains scattered and difficult to navigate. The phrase comforts because 
it affirms institutional generosity. It misleads when it obscures the difference between having 
many supports and having a coherent support design. 

Guided pathways 
Guided pathways was one of the most serious reform concepts to enter community colleges 
in recent decades because it shifted attention from isolated interventions to the architecture 
of student progression. At its strongest, the phrase points to something concrete. Students 
should face fewer unnecessary choices, clearer academic maps, more intelligible entry into a 
field of study, stronger advising around progression, and more coherent alignment between 
coursework and longer-term goals. 
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For that very reason, the phrase becomes especially disappointing when it is used 
ceremonially. A college can adopt pathway maps, meta-majors, revised advising language, 
and new planning documents while leaving much of the practical journey unchanged. 
Students may still confront irregular scheduling, bottleneck courses, weak transfer clarity, 
uncertain program value, and a mismatch between pathway design and the unpredictable 
pace of adult life. The map may look cleaner while the route remains difficult to travel. 

This is particularly important for community colleges serving large numbers of part-time and 
working students. A pathway is only as usable as its ability to absorb interruption. If one 
missed semester, one unavailable course, one work schedule change, or one failed gateway 
class makes the route much harder to resume, then the pathway may be better described as 
a plan than as a dependable system. Guided pathways language can make the college sound 
more coherent than the lived pathway actually is. 

The consequence is that colleges may overestimate the degree to which they have solved the 
progression problem. The framework creates a sense of structural seriousness, which is 
deserved when the reforms are deep. It becomes misleading when the phrase remains 
attached to surface coherence while the underlying student experience continues to depend 
on improvisation, persistence, and luck. 

Workforce alignment 
Workforce alignment has grown in importance as public scrutiny has intensified around 
economic value, return on investment, labor market demand, and the role of colleges in 
regional prosperity. Community colleges are under real pressure to show that programs 
connect to jobs, wages, employer needs, and opportunities for upward mobility. The phrase 
reflects those expectations and signals responsiveness to the surrounding economy. 

Its weakness is that it compresses a great deal of complexity into a confident-sounding 
formulation. Labor markets change unevenly. Employer demand is not always stable, local, or 
well understood. Short-term jobs and long-term careers are not the same thing. Entry wages 
and family-sustaining wages are not the same thing. A program may be aligned with an 
immediate hiring need while still offering weak upward mobility. Another may offer stronger 
long-term prospects while requiring a more durable pathway than many adult students can 
easily sustain. Workforce alignment can therefore sound more precise than the underlying 
reality warrants. 

There is also an institutional danger in the phrase. It can encourage colleges to describe their 
programs as economically responsive without examining closely enough what students can 
actually convert those programs into over time. A college may use employer partnerships, 
advisory committees, job placement stories, or labor market software as proof of alignment, 
while the deeper questions remain unsettled: “Do students understand the wages associated 
with different pathways? Can they stack learning in ways that increase earning power over 
time? Are on-ramps and off-ramps clear? Does the program open a durable path or simply a 
nearby opening?”  

The consequence is that the college may over-promise on economic relevance while under-
examining pathway durability. Practitioners may also feel pushed to translate educational 
value into labor market language at a level of confidence that the evidence cannot always 
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support. The phrase reassures policymakers and external audiences, though it can obscure 
the distinction between short-term responsiveness and long-term mobility. 

Innovation 
Innovation has enormous appeal in higher education because it suggests energy, creativity, 
and a refusal to accept stagnation. In sectors facing demographic pressure, financial strain, 
and public skepticism, innovation language helps institutions present themselves as active 
rather than passive, adaptive rather than stuck. Some of that language is justified. Many 
colleges are trying genuinely difficult things under difficult conditions. 

Still, innovation often becomes a flattering description of activity rather than a disciplined 
description of change. Colleges may launch pilots, secure grants, form cross-functional teams, 
adopt new technologies, and brand initiatives in ways that signal movement. These efforts 
can be useful. Yet the presence of innovation does not by itself mean that the ordinary student 
experience has become better in a broad, repeatable way. A college can be full of projects 
and still operate through the same fragmented routines, the same weak coordination, and the 
same dependence on exceptional individuals to make the system work. 

Innovation language can also make it harder to notice initiative churn. A sector that continually 
pilots may come to admire experimentation while devoting insufficient attention to scaling, 
simplification, and institutionalization. New work enters the system faster than old work is 
retired. Staff and faculty are asked to absorb fresh priorities before previous ones have been 
digested. Under those conditions, innovation ceases to mean durable improvement and 
begins to mean a permanent state of developmental overload. 

The consequence is a subtle kind of exhaustion. Colleges describe themselves as innovative 
while practitioners experience an accumulation of projects whose relationship to the core 
student journey remains uncertain. The word feels hopeful, though it can disguise the fact 
that the institution has become better at starting things than at embedding them. 

Student success 
Student success may be the broadest and most consequential phrase of all because it gathers 
nearly every desirable outcome into a single moral and strategic umbrella. It can refer to 
retention, completion, transfer, learning, labor market outcomes, belonging, persistence, 
confidence, momentum, equity, or life improvement more generally. Its breadth explains its 
usefulness. It also explains its weakness. 

Because the phrase can mean so much, it often allows colleges to speak with confidence 
while avoiding precision. Different departments, initiatives, and leaders can all place their 
work under the banner of student success even when they are tracking very different things, 
pursuing different mechanisms, and using different time horizons. The result is rhetorical unity 
without conceptual clarity. The institution sounds aligned because everyone is using the same 
language, though the underlying definitions may vary widely. 

That ambiguity carries real consequences. It becomes harder to distinguish between early 
momentum and eventual completion, between course pass rates and meaningful learning, 
between retention that preserves possibility and retention that merely extends time in the 
system, between wage gain and occupational mobility. Student success can also soften 
difficult tradeoffs because almost any good effort can be framed as contributing to it. A college 
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then risks becoming more descriptive than diagnostic. It can report a great deal under the 
banner of student success without always clarifying which conditions matter most, for whom, 
and through what mechanisms. 

The consequence is that the phrase can create a false sense of coherence across the 
institution. It unites people morally while leaving unresolved the harder work of definition, 
prioritization, and design. It is indispensable language in one sense because colleges need a 
way to express their commitment to students’ lives and futures. Yet it becomes misleading 
when it stands in for sharper thinking about what kind of progress is actually being sought 
and how the institution is organized to make that progress more likely. 

Belonging 
Belonging has become one of the most prominent terms in contemporary higher education, 
and it carries real psychological weight. The idea that students persist and perform better 
when they feel connected to an institution is grounded in longstanding psychological theory 
about human needs for social attachment. There is also a body of research, much of it 
correlational, showing that students who report a stronger sense of belonging tend to show 
higher motivation, greater engagement, and lower rates of withdrawal. A smaller number of 
experimental studies have tested belonging interventions and found measurable effects, 
particularly among students from historically underrepresented groups. The concept, in other 
words, is not empty. It names something that matters in how students experience an 
institution. 

The difficulty begins when belonging moves from a psychological observation into an 
institutional program. In practice, colleges that embrace belonging tend to do two things: they 
assemble a list of activities believed to foster it, and they survey students to determine 
whether the feeling has been produced. Welcome events, affinity groups, first-year experience 
programming, faculty engagement strategies, campus signage, inclusive syllabi, and peer 
mentoring are all commonly offered as belonging work. These may be worthwhile in their own 
right. Yet the institutional logic often treats belonging as something that can be generated 
through a sequence of interventions and then confirmed through a questionnaire. That logic 
deserves more scrutiny than it usually receives. 

The correlational research, while genuine, mostly establishes that students who already feel 
connected also tend to do better. It does not settle the harder institutional question: whether 
specific belonging activities cause the feeling, whether the feeling causes the outcomes, or 
whether both the feeling and the outcomes arise from deeper conditions such as schedule 
predictability, clear academic progress, financial stability, and consistent human contact with 
people who know the student’s name and situation. A student who is making visible progress 
through a coherent program, who can register for the courses they need, whose financial aid 
is not in jeopardy, and who has a reliable relationship with an advisor is likely to report a sense 
of belonging. But in that case, belonging may be a description of a well-functioning experience 
rather than a separate ingredient that needs to be added to it. 

This matters because the survey-and-checklist model can give an institution a sense of 
accomplishment that runs ahead of what has actually changed. A college may report that it 
has a belonging initiative, a belonging committee, a set of belonging-related programming, 
and a survey instrument that tracks student responses. All of these can exist while the 
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underlying student experience remains disjointed. A student may attend a welcome event and 
still be unable to get into a required course. A student may report feeling valued on a 
questionnaire in October and withdraw in November because the financial aid office did not 
return a call. The gap between what belonging language promises and what institutional 
operations deliver is the same gap this essay has traced through every other term, though it 
is made more elusive here because belonging lives in the domain of feeling, where 
measurement is inherently softer and institutional self-assurance comes more easily. 

The consequence is that belonging can function less as a diagnostic concept and more as a 
belief system. To be a college that values belonging is to be a college that has adopted 
belonging language, assembled belonging activities, and measured belonging sentiment. The 
circularity is quiet but consequential. The institution defines belonging through its own 
programming, surveys students about that programming, and then treats the survey results 
as evidence that belonging has been addressed. What often goes unexamined is whether the 
conditions that most powerfully shape a student’s sense of connection—academic 
momentum, institutional reliability, human continuity, and the feeling that the college is 
organized around their progress rather than around its own internal rhythms—have actually 
improved. 

Closing reflection 
None of these phrases should be discarded casually. Each points toward something real and 
worthwhile. Access matters. Meeting students where they are matters. Student-centered 
design matters. Holistic support matters. Guided pathways, workforce relevance, innovation, 
belonging, and student success all matter. The problem is not the values carried by the words. 
It is the ease with which the words can begin to substitute for evidence that those values have 
taken institutional form. 

For community college practitioners, the more demanding and more honest task is to keep 
asking when familiar language is naming an aspiration and when it is describing a condition 
students can reliably experience. That distinction is uncomfortable because it requires 
institutions to claim a little less and observe a little more closely. Yet it is also a form of respect. 
It respects the work by refusing to let worthy language do more than it can honestly carry, and 
it respects students by keeping institutional self-description closer to the reality they actually 
encounter. 
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