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COMPLETION: 
INCENTIVIZING
Getting Students on the Fast Track

AT ALAMO COLLEGES, AN INCENTIVE PROGRAM ACCELERATES  
STUDENT PROGRESS TOWARDS DEGREES AND CERTIFICATES.

BY YVONNE KATZ
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ONE OF THE MAJOR CHALLENGES FACING COMMUNITY 
colleges nationwide is that most of our students are part time. 
Many do not take summer classes, and as a result, it can take 
our students as long as five or six years to complete an associate 
degree or certificate. Many fall by the wayside, discouraged by 
how long it takes to complete their goals. Others deplete their 
financial aid before they have finished. To make matters worse, 
without a degree or certificate, students also are much less likely 
to enjoy career success.

 The Alamo Colleges in San Antonio, Texas, is meeting this 
challenge head on by offering our students a new Fast Completion 
Incentive Plan to encourage them to complete their degrees or 
certificates in less time so that they will save money and use their 
financial aid more effectively. In a nutshell, the program rewards 
students by providing them up to six free credit hours if they take 
a combined 18 or 24 credit hours the preceding spring and fall. 
The plan was approved by the Alamo Colleges Board of Trustees 
this fall, and the first free summer hours will be offered during the 
summer of 2017.

This initiative is intended to have a significant impact on student 
success by increasing momentum, a factor so often missing for 
part-time students who comprise 77 percent of our student body. 
The plan rewards students for enrolling full-time instead of part-
time so that they will save not only time, but also money. Students 
will maintain that momentum, earning their degrees or certificates 
in two or three years instead of five or six.

 The Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board reports that 
for every year beyond the two years originally intended, it costs a 
community college student $15,000 in direct costs and lost wages 
he or she would earn upon graduation and employment at the 
higher salary a degree provides. The student who takes five 
years to complete has lost an average of $45,000. When a student 
is financially strapped in the first place, that $45,000 becomes 
devastating to the student’s momentum. 

In addition, taxpayers lose because they have subsidized 
whatever credits the student has earned without completing his 
or her degree. The return on that investment, usually in greater 
taxes paid through better employment, is lost. Further, employers 
lose the talent of the thousands of students who never achieve 
their degrees or certificates and who therefore are not employed 
in the high-demand, high-wage jobs employers are so eager 
to fill. 

The plan offers additional academic and social support to 
ensure students successfully complete. Students who take 
18 credit hours per year will receive a free three-credit-hour 

summer course, resulting in a total of 21 credit hours each year 
and allowing completion in three years. If a student takes 24 credit 
hours per year, he or she will receive two free three-credit-hour 
summer courses for a total of 30 credit hours annually, leading to a 
two-year completion. The first student saves $258 annually and the 
second saves $516 annually, in addition to the $15,000 in savings 
for every additional year each student would have spent in college. 
The free summer courses keep the students attending college and 
maintaining their momentum, which will help them complete and 
earn their degree rather than “drop out” or “stop out.”

 According to Alamo Colleges Vice Chancellor for Academic 
Success Dr. Jo-Carol Fabianke, the college’s administrators based 
the program on national research from organizations such as 
the Community College Research Center (CCRC) at Columbia 
University’s Teacher College. This research shows that students 
who take six credit hours each semester — which represents the 
majority of students at community colleges across the nation — 
require a minimum of five years to achieve the required 60 credit 
hours for an associate degree. 

At Alamo Colleges, Fabianke notes, the average student 
takes slightly less than nine credit hours per semester. The 
same students usually do not take summer courses, with 
the result that they often do not return in the fall, an effect 
referred to as “summer melt.” In fact, by stretching out the time 
it takes to achieve a degree, students too often simply drop 
out — persisting is just too hard and too disheartening. Before 
presenting the plan to the board, administrators conducted 
student surveys and focus groups that indicated most students 
were interested in such an incentive program and would take 
advantage of it. 

 In examining the issues related to completion, it also became 
apparent to Alamo Colleges’ administrators that one of the 
reasons for-profit colleges are popular, despite their high cost, is 
because their students are encouraged to take a full-time course 
load, 12 to 15 hours each semester, often without the general 
education courses Alamo Colleges requires. This enables them 
to complete, and to be employed, more rapidly than the average 
community college student. By becoming a part-time student, 
time and momentum become the biggest stumbling blocks to 
student success. 

 Kytheranialynn Fambrough-Brown, a sophomore at Alamo 
Colleges – Palo Alto College, plans to take advantage of the Fast 
Completion Incentive Plan and to use her six free summer credit 
hours in 2017 to finish her dual associate degrees in liberal arts 
and agriculture. 

The Alamo Colleges in San Antonio, Texas, is meeting this challenge  
head on by offering our students a new Fast Completion Incentive Plan  
to encourage them to complete their degrees or certificates in less time  
so that they will save money and use their financial aid more effectively.
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“I think this is a great option for lots of students,” 
Fambrough-Brown says. “It’s perfect for me since I need to 
take two courses next summer and would have to pay for them 
myself since I don’t qualify for financial aid.”

 Fambrough-Brown currently works two jobs in addition 
to her classes and added a third job last summer so that she 
could take summer classes. She will transfer to Texas A&M 
University – College Station in the fall of 2017 to pursue 
a degree in public health. “I think this incentive plan will 
encourage students to find a way to take more hours to get 
the free summer classes, even considering the family and job 
responsibilities they have to juggle,” she says. We at Alamo 
Colleges know she will succeed — because everything we do is 
to help her and all of our students do just that. 

 Dr. Yvonne Katz has served public education for 
nearly 40 years. She currently serves as chair of 
the Alamo Colleges Board of Trustees.


