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Dr. John Downey: 
Our students at Blue Ridge are so resilient and most of them work sometimes even two jobs in order to 
make ends meet, in order to achieve a certificate, or a associate degree. And, when they do, they can 
often go from poverty into the middle-class. And so, I'm just really proud that they haven't let COVID 
stop them. 

Steve Mullen: 
Hello, and welcome to this latest episode of Inside Virginia's Community Colleges. I'm your host, Steve 
Mullen. 

Steve Mullen: 
One of the only constants during the COVID-19 pandemic has been change. At work and at home, we've 
all had to make modifications in how we live in order to try to stay healthy. Those changes have been 
obvious in higher education. And it's not a stretch to say, this year at Virginia's community colleges have 
been like no other. 

Steve Mullen: 
Our guests for this episode know a lot about how the changes due to COVID-19 have impacted Virginia's 
community colleges and, more importantly, its students. Our first guest is Dr. John Downey, president of 
Blue Ridge Community College. He says he's been amazed at how well his school has navigated this 
pandemic. 

Dr. John Downey: 
Well, I've been just so proud of my faculty and staff, and especially our students for the way they've 
overcome what amounts to some tremendous challenges on top of the challenges they already face in 
order to achieve what is a miracle of higher education. Our students at Blue Ridge are so resilient and 
most of them work sometimes even two jobs in order to make ends meet, in order to achieve a 
certificate or a associate degree. And, when they do, they can often go from poverty into the middle-
class. And so, I'm just really proud that they haven't let COVID stop 'em any more than any of the other 
obstacles they face. And our faculty and staff do a great job of supporting students along the way. 

Steve Mullen: 
And one of the unfortunate side effects of the COVID-19 shutdown has obviously been a rise in people 
who are out of work. Can you give us an overview of some of the training opportunities available for 
Virginia's community colleges? 

Dr. John Downey: 
Yes. In the Shenandoah Valley of Virginia there is several categories of jobs that are in high demand. And 
those include, in the manufacturing area, healthcare, logistics and transportation, as well as public 
service careers. And students have a wide range of options, both credit and noncredit, and I can explain 
that a little bit later what credit and noncredit means. But just a wide range of options in terms of 
careers like medical coding or pharmacy technology, all the way up to registered nursing. Or, in the 
manufacturing field, you could train very quickly to become an entry-level technician. Or go to school 
and get an associate's degree to get mechatronics training, or electronics, or engineering related 
training. 
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Dr. John Downey: 
We have a wide range of programs and services at Blue Ridge Community College and across Virginia 
community college system. A lot of people don't realize that most of the career and technical programs 
that are offered at community colleges transfer to at least one other university. So, career and technical 
education is a great stepping stone to get a baccalaureate degree while you're working. And often 
employers are in a situation where they'll pay for you to get your baccalaureate in many situations. 

Steve Mullen: 
Now, let's talk about workplace certifications. How can people use those to get ahead and become more 
marketable to help find a job? 

Dr. John Downey: 
Well, great area of this for an example is logistics and transportation. We have uh, a high demand in the 
valley for forklift training, as well as commercial drivers license. In the period of about six weeks you can 
get training to get a certification or a license in those areas. And, often, you can go a long low cost or 
free. And then, end up getting a job that is in high demand and pays really well. There's programs like 
that a manufacturing, and there's a wide range of healthcare programs from CNA to pharmacy 
technician and medical coding as well. 

Steve Mullen: 
Now, talking about these certifications, the cost is reasonable but, of course, there is a cost. What kind 
of assistance is available for individuals who want to take advantage? 

Dr. John Downey: 
Well, in Virginia, uh, there are just so many options to go low-cost or free. So, the Commonwealth of 
Virginia pays two thirds of the cost of the most certification programs if they're in high demand by 
industry. And then, the student pays about one third of the cost. However, recently since COVID struck, 
there are programs proposed by both the state and the federal government that will fund that first third 
of the cost for people who are low-income. Usually people who are within 400% of the poverty level. So, 
there is no better time than now to go to a community college and seek either a certification program, 
or even credit instruction for a associate's degree. 

Steve Mullen: 
All right, John Downey, president Of Blue Ridge Community College, thanks once again for being with us. 

Dr. John Downey: 
Uh, appreciate the opportunity. Thank you. 

Steve Mullen: 
Our next guest knows very well how the COVID-19 pandemic has impacted high school students. 
Margaret Sproule is a career coach who works directly with students from Radford High School. 
Margaret, welcome to the podcast. 

Margaret Sproule: 
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Well, thank you for inviting me. 

Steve Mullen: 
Can you tell us how your work with high schoolers to help them plan their higher education? 

Margaret Sproule: 
Sure. I work with students in grades 9 through 12th grades. And my primary focus is really helping them 
have a plan for after high school. Often, I will do separate grade level, age-appropriate types of 
activities. For example with 10th graders, I help them prepare for a career day event that's hosted by 
our local community college, New River Community College. This year the event's virtual, it's more of a 
career month. And I'm going into 10th grade classes at the end of this week to introduce it to them. And 
then, help them login and participate. 

Margaret Sproule: 
Other than that, the things that I do with all students are things like creating and reviewing their 
academic and career plans, uh, providing career interest assessments, and doing some career 
exploration with them. And also, assisting with work-based learning opportunities. So, all of these 
activities are intended to give students a sense of what they want to do and how to train for that, and 
what types of education they might need. 

Margaret Sproule: 
So, during their junior and senior years I really work with them much more intentionally to help with 
college planning. So, we discuss costs. We look at the pros and the cons of the different paths that 
they're considering. I help with applications, with their FAFSA. Oftentimes I help with their decision 
making. And then, any follow-up or transition help they might need I try to provide to them. So, that's 
career coaching in a nutshell. 

Steve Mullen: 
(laughs). 

Steve Mullen: 
So, a lot of last year's high school seniors, we're talking about the class of 2020, decided to stay home 
and attend community college or just take a year off from college rather than going to a four year 
university. The reason for that, obviously, being COVID-19 restrictions. What are your hearing from this 
year's seniors, the class of 2021? 

Margaret Sproule: 
So far, um, and it looks like about 44% of our senior class is considering the community college as a first 
choice. And that actually is fairly typical for our school. Our numbers are around 44 to 45% every year. 
Where I am seeing a bigger change with this class is that, as of now, about 22% are still fairly undecided. 
They're looking at gap years, they're looking at directly entering the workforce, they're looking at 
military paths. Usually, for us, only 4% of students go those routes, so that's a pretty big jump for us. 

Margaret Sproule: 
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The other big jump for us though is that it certainly looks like fewer of our seniors are pursuing four-year 
colleges this year. 

Steve Mullen: 
And going back to the high school class of 2020, of the ones who ended up going to community college, 
what's your recommendation to them assuming higher education starts to return to normal in the fall? 

Margaret Sproule: 
Okay, class of 2020, they are second year college, I say don't disconnect. Find ways to get involved in 
your school or community and finish your associate's degree. 

Steve Mullen: 
And what's the benefit of finishing that associate degree? 

Margaret Sproule: 
Definitely finish the degree. Many colleges treat the associate's degree as sort of a blanket. It covers all 
the core, or general education requirements. Whereas without the degree many colleges may just 
evaluate the transcript course by course, and only award elective credit. Complete completing the 
associate's degree also gives students a benefit because they have a credential in-hand. And I've just 
read some evidence that students who completed associate's degree before they transfer may have 
higher earnings over time compared to students who transfer without the degree. So, that's another 
benefit. 

Margaret Sproule: 
Also, completion of the associate's degree may track. And by that I mean that if someone completes 
their associate's degree and then transfers, they may be more likely to complete their bachelor's degree. 
And then, I think the final benefit that I can think for completion of an associate's degree is that students 
complete are often eligible for transfer grants. So, there is some incentive, some money tied up with the 
completion. 

Steve Mullen: 
And speaking of transferring, now realistically, how hard is it to transfer from one of Virginia's 
community colleges to a four year university, say, in state or even out-of-state? 

Margaret Sproule: 
This is something that I struggle with a little bit. You know, on average, just looking at the numbers there 
is a bout a 61% acceptance rate for transfer students. And that seems fairly similar to the acceptance 
rate for first-time freshmen. The acceptance rates tend to vary by university and the more competitive 
schools, typically, have lower transfer acceptance rates. 

Margaret Sproule: 
That said though, of the students that I know and followup with, keep in touch with all those who've 
wanted to transfer have done so. I really think that the important things in making a transfer are having 
a good GPA and having good grades. And, in my experience, those students who are prepared, who 
have a plan, and have been successful at the community college find transfer relatively easy. Also, the 
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Virginia community college system and their four year university partners really are collaborating more 
and more to provide access and resources for transfer students, like the Passport Program. And I've 
been really impressed with what's been happening in these areas. And I think it's only getting better. 

Steve Mullen: 
All right, career coach, Margaret Sproule, thanks so much for taking the time to be with us today. 

Margaret Sproule: 
You're welcome. 

Steve Mullen: 
Thanks again to both of our guests in this episode. In our next episode we'll take a look at new tools that 
Virginia's community colleges are using to plan for the post-pandemic future. Be sure to subscribe on 
your favorite podcast site so you don't miss it. 

Steve Mullen: 
Thanks for listening to Inside Virginia's Community Colleges, I'm Steve Mullen. 
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