
Gatekeeper Courses by Program: 
Ensuring Success and Equity for All
Vinh Nguyen <vnguyen216@ivc.edu>
Loris Fagioli <lfagioli@ivc.edu>
Rebecca Kaminsky <rkaminsky@ivc.edu>

mailto:vnguyen216@ivc.edu
mailto:lfagioli@ivc.edu
mailto:rkaminsky@ivc.edu


Poll

What is your role at 
your institution?



Completion of Program of Study

Course X Transfer-level 
Math

Transfer-level 
English Course Y Course Z

Degree / Transfer Students



Completion of Program of Study

Course X Transfer-level 
Math

Transfer-level 
English Course Y Course Z

Degree / Transfer Students

Historically: many students could not complete their program of study because they could not get through 
transfer-level math and/or English (inequitable placement practices, remediation, etc)



Changes: Acceleration, Placement Practices, and AB 
705



Goal

Replicate gains of AB 705 for 
courses in other departments.



Are there any gatekeeper courses in your program?

Which courses should the we focus our efforts on?



Definition
A gatekeeper course is one in which many 
students struggle to complete, and, as a 
result, prevents them from completing a 
program of study.



Identifying Potential 
Gatekeeper Courses



Poll

What metrics or outcomes would you 
look at to identify potential gatekeeper 
courses? (Type in chat)



Attempt #1: Replicating drop off from Bakersfield

Source: SSSC 2018: “Using Guided Pathways Data in the Classroom and Meta Majors”

Not actionable at IVC:

70% of IVC have transfer goal 
(academic plans tailored to 
transfer institution, not local 
program)

Courses are not sequential

Courses optional within a group

http://rpgroup.org/Portals/0/Documents/Conferences/StudentSuccess/2018SSSCMaterials/SSSC18_Presentation_Materials/Transforming_the_Institution_Through_Guided_Pathways/UsingGuidedPathwaysData.pdf


Attempt #2: Bottleneck Courses (EAB)

Source: EAB: “Step one in eliminating course bottlenecks: Find the cause”

Not actionable at IVC:

What threshold do we use to for 
high DFW rate?  Waitlist?

Waitlist and fill rate are dependent 
on # of sections offered (budget)

Math, writing, sciences (lower DFW 
rate), and social sciences (more 
popular): short list

https://eab.com/insights/blogs/it/step-one-in-eliminating-course-bottlenecks-find-the-cause/


Current Attempt



Re-attempts

Brainstorm: How can a course prevent 
program completion?

Term Start Term End

2. High abandonment 
rate (invisible)

1. Pre-requisite to other courses

Course X

Census

3. Many students 
are repeating

4. Low course success rate (1st attempt)

5. Accounting for repeat 
attempts, completion rate is 
flat (≈ 1st attempt success)

6. Wide range in course success rate (1st attempt) by section

7. Disparity in course success rate (1st attempt) by ethnicity

Course Y



How do we 
identify 
gatekeeper 
courses?

• Institutional researchers: expertise in data, but not in 
curriculum or specific disciplines

• Rely on discipline expert: department chairs and faculty

• Data exploration / reflection activity (PD week, department 
meetings)

1. Reflection: a’priori hypotheses on gatekeeper courses 
within department; reasonable thresholds for metrics 
of interest.

2. Review metrics for each course offered by 
department: highlight courses with “extreme” values.

3. Inquiry: aha’s?  Why?  What could be done?
4. Immediate action steps



Poll

What abandon rate (0-100%) or above would concern you?

Abandon rate = rate at which students drop a course between the start of 
class and census, without re-enrolling in a different section of the same 
course.



Case Study: Psychology 
Department

• A’priori hypotheses:
• PSYC 10 (statistics): required, highly quantitative
• PSYC 2 (research methods): capstone course
• Low success rates

• Concern thresholds:
• Abandon rate: 10%
• Repeater rate: 35%
• 1st Attempt Success rate: 70%







1 2 3 4 5 6 7



Observation 1

That many students 
abandon prior to 

census?!?!



Observation 2

Students are doing very 
well in PSYC 2 and 10!  

Not a concern…



Observation 3

PSYC 5 (Human Sexuality): very 
popular class, but has high 

abandonment, low success, and 
wide range in success.



Observation 4

PSYC 9 (Cognition): low 
success, not serving Hispanic 

students well.



Case Study: Psychology 
Department

1. That many students abandon prior to census?!?!

2. Students are doing very well in PSYC 2 and 10!  Not a 
concern...

3. PSYC 5 (Human Sexuality): very popular class, but has 
high abandonment, low success, and wide range in 
success.

4. PSYC 9 (Cognition): low success, not serving Hispanic 
students well.

Next Steps

1. Investigate outlier sections for PSYC 5.

2. Bring up findings at department meeting to 
brainstorm ways to fine-tune courses.



Now what? 
(after 
identification)

CONVERSATION 
WITHIN 

DEPARTMENT

FOLLOW-UP 
DATA 

INVESTIGATIONS

PROFESSIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT

COMMUNITIES 
OF PRACTICE

SUPPLEMENTAL 
INSTRUCTION

RESOURCE 
REQUEST



Resources

• Gatekeeper Course Exploration activity: 
https://link.ivc.edu/gatekeeper-activity (Creative 
Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 4.0 International 
Public License) 

• Additional details about data and dashboard (for 
institutional researchers):

CAMP-R meeting hosted at Irvine Valley College
February 26, 2021

https://link.ivc.edu/gatekeeper-activity


Discussion
• What have you done to try to identify gatekeeper 

courses at your institution?

• Do you have suggestions on how to increase 
adoption of such a tool?

• After the “identification” step, what do you think 
might be effective at increasing completions in 
these gatekeeper courses?



Thank you!

Vinh Nguyen vnguyen216@ivc.edu

Loris Fagioli lfagioli@ivc.edu

Rebecca Kaminsky rkaminsky@ivc.edu
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