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Corey McCray: 
... we're not going to lose the lessons learned by COVID-19, which is that we can do this in a variety of 
ways. And help Virginians get the preparation for workforce, and build the talent pipeline that our 
industries, in this state, require. 

Steve Mullen: 
Welcome to this latest episode of Inside Virginia's Community Colleges. I'm your host, Steve Mullen. 
During this past year, Virginia's Community College System has used every tool at its disposal to navigate 
the pandemic. From changing the way classes are taught to offering wifi in school parking lots, each 
tactic has had one thing in mind, supporting students and helping them stay on track to achieve their 
goals. 

Steve Mullen: 
One new technique that Virginia's Community Colleges are using, is the mining and use of data, for 
everything, from determining future enrollment to trying to predict what types of classes will lead to the 
greatest success. Our first guests in this episode have been working with the community college system 
to do just that. 

Ben Castleman: 
Hi, this is Ben Castleman. I'm a professor at the University of Virginia, and I run the Nudge⁴ Solutions 
Lab, which works with state, uh, agencies, like the Virginia Community College System, to design and 
test strategies to improve educational and workforce outcomes for Virginia residents. 

Brian Kim: 
And hi, I'm Brian Kim. I am a doctoral student at the University of Virginia, studying education policy, 
with Ben. Um, a lot of my research right now focuses on college access and college success, as well as 
the intersections of data science with higher education. And so, uh, really excited to talk more. 

Steve Mullen: 
All right. Brian and Ben, I really appreciate you both being here. We're gonna start this out. Uh, Brian, 
this first question is for you, but Ben can feel free to jump in as well, if you have a point. Some people 
may consider you two a couple of data geeks. Uh, but can you tell me how that data is actually helping 
Virginia's Community Colleges? 

Brian Kim: 
Yeah, it's a great question. I think the way that we like to think about this, right, is that data is nothing 
more than, you know... Ta- take the word data out of it, it's just information, right. Um, it's just 
information about students, it's information about classes, it's information about the way that the, the 
university and schools are being run, the college is being run. And, at the end of the day, what we would 
hope to be happening is that, you know, administrators, and professors, and teachers, and students 
even, are making decisions based off of the best possible information available. 

Brian Kim: 
And so, when we talk about how data can help community colleges, in particular, I think it's really a, a 
matter of trying to describe, you know, how can community colleges systematically use the information 
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that's available to them to make the most informed decisions about things like, how to support 
students? You know, what are the strategies that work? What are the strategies that are being used by 
students? What are the strategies that students are even aware of? 

Brian Kim: 
So gathering information about those sorts of things, and those sorts of utilization of services, that's kind 
of the base layer that we can think about. There's the, all of the other layers that we can think about, 
also in terms of thinking about, what are the courses in which students are succeeding in? What are the 
courses in which students are struggling in? And what are the programs of study that students seem to 
have a really hard time completing? What are the programs of study that students seem to start and 
then stomp out? Uh, is how we call it. 

Brian Kim: 
So trying to track students' behavior, not in this sort of like, you know, sort of sinister... And in many 
ways, you know, reasonably so, people are skeptical of this idea of like, collecting too much data on the 
students, and how people are going about their days. But at the end of the day, for community colleges, 
using data to really just understand what is happening so that decisions can be made, um, that are most 
efficacious, most supportive of the students, and sort of, most grounded in what's actually happening. 

Steve Mullen: 
And, next questions for Ben. Uh, you know, this season of, Inside Virginia's Community Colleges, is all 
about the community college response to COVID-19. Now, vaccines are rolling out. Uh, college is, 
hopefully, going to be at least a little more normal in the fall. But, how can community colleges use data 
to make decisions that support the students? And, can you give an example, or two? 

Ben Castleman: 
Sure. So we are very grateful to have the opportunity to work with the community college system, and a 
number of the individual institutions, on both data analysis, but then, as important to us, and I imagine 
for our system partners, turning data into action. That's always been important to improve outcomes for 
students in the community college system. Of course, it's now more important than ever. 

Ben Castleman: 
And so, you know, to give you a few concrete examples of how we think data can potentially be useful. 
One, is we are curious about students who were having quite a bit of success in the community college 
system, prior to COVID. And then COVID arrived and disrupted their job, affected their health or a family 
members health, might have resulted in additional childcare responsibilities. And those students might 
have had to take time off from the community college. They might have had to withdraw from a course, 
or might not have done as well in a course. But, again, these are students who were doing quite well 
beforehand and, and for who we hope, having a degree or credential, could continue to be valuable. 

Ben Castleman: 
And so, one of the things that, that we're interested in collaborating with the system on, is using data 
analytic strategies to identify those students. And then to work with the system and its college partners 
on proactive and personalized outreach to those students to get them back on track. That would be one 
concrete example. 
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Ben Castleman: 
Another concrete example, there are of course, many programs of study, um, that students have to 
choose from. And in the current COVID context, and post-COVID context, there's reason to think that 
the labor market and the job opportunities that will be available to people, may look different than they 
did pre-COVID. And so another analytic opportunity that we would identify, is to try to understand the 
link between programs of study offered at the community colleges and the areas where we see the 
greatest economic resurgence, as we continue to emerge from the pandemic. And both support the 
system and the colleges to identify the programs of study that have the greatest linkage to those areas 
of economic resurgence, support students within those programs to succeed, and perhaps work with 
the system and college partners to recruit additional students, who might be looking for stronger 
economic opportunities, into the programs of study. 

Ben Castleman: 
And so building on, on what Brian shared earlier, you know, we have a strong orientation towards using 
data in a way that can be put into action, um, both in support of the system in the institutions. But, as 
importantly, um, both current and, and prospective students. 

Steve Mullen: 
And, Brian, back to you. You had mentioned data privacy earlier. And how, you know, the data was very 
important to collect. But how are you keeping personal information safe? 

Brian Kim: 
Yeah. It's a... It's a really important question. It's, it's a pressing question in these days, especially. I think 
there are a lot of different ways that I think we can think about data safety and data security. On our 
end, when we do our research, right, we, we abide by, sort of, the, the strictest data management 
protocols, making sure that there's no one who can get access to these data, without the proper sort of, 
certification, the proper registration, all of that sort of [inaudible 00:07:27]. 

Brian Kim: 
And then thinking about, sort of, how do we transfer these data? How do we talk about these data? It's 
really important, whenever education policy researchers are doing their work, um, that we make sure 
that students can't be identified, right. We make sure that when we run our analysis, when we kind of, 
crunch the numbers, that any of the insights we find out, can't be linked back to any individual student. 
And so it's really important that we protect the data that way. 

Brian Kim: 
When we think about data integrity in other ways, it's really important to think also about sort of, how 
the information is being collected by institutions, right. So under what circumstances are students 
submitting this information to their systems? Under what circumstances... You know, under... Sort of 
like, what phrasing, what framing, are students being asked these questions? 

Brian Kim: 
And there's a lot of different layers to the data security, data privacy. I'm happy to dig in on any of those 
pieces in particular. But in general I think, you know, we value the partnership of the community college 
systems. We value the willingness of the institutions to kind of come to us for support and for additional 
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analytic capacity. And so because of that... And we recognize that these, these institutions, their first 
and foremost concern, and their first and foremost stakeholders, are their students. And so we want to 
make sure that we're doing right by their students, and doing right by them, in terms of taking care of 
their data. And making sure that, that these data are being used as responsibly and safely as possible. 

Ben Castleman: 
And if I can maybe just build on that point, real quick. You know, I, I, I just have to say, the point that 
Brian brought up, that I think is really important. Uh, yeah... Yes, imagine some of your listeners, if 
they've, if they've worked with university based researchers before, may have had the experience of, of 
researchers kind of, scrambling after data and using that data for whatever purposes that guided their 
research. And that the, kind of partner, be it a community college or system, might not have had as 
much involvement or as much insight into that. 

Ben Castleman: 
And, and consistent with what Brian shared, you know, we, we take very much a research partnership 
approach to working with the system and with institutions. And, ultimately, it's the system's and the 
institution's data, and it's the students that that data represents. You know, our goal is to, as Brian said, 
bring to bear, some of the analytic capacity we have, in support of the system's mission, the institution's 
mission, and the student's progression through college. And that is... Any way we're using data is with 
that purpose in mind, with all of the, the security and privacies that Brian described. 

Ben Castleman: 
And I think that's an important difference in, in... And I hope an evolution in how researching is 
increasingly conducted by university based academics. That, that we have a set of analytic strategies, we 
have a set of analytic skills. And can use those to advance the broader public good, not just the, the kind 
of body of, of academic scholarship. 

Steve Mullen: 
And Ben, sticking with you, I wanted you to look into your crystal ball a little bit. You know, one of the 
great things about data is that it can be used to predict trends. What should students know about 
Virginia's workforce in the coming years? 

Ben Castleman: 
Well I wish I had that answer. You know, not just for Virginia, but for the country more broadly. If we 
knew when we would be post-pandemic and, and what the economy would look like, that would of 
course be valuable information. I, I think consistent with what many public health officials and 
economists say, mission number one right now is to contain the pandemic, to have broad vaccine 
deployment so that we can more fully enter a post-COVID recovery. 

Ben Castleman: 
That being said, I am excited to kind of describe at high level, a project that Brian and I, and, and some of 
our colleagues are working on, with the community college system. Which is to bring to bear, the same 
kind of strategies that Netflix uses to recommend what movies we watch, Amazon uses to suggest things 
that we buy. And in- instead use those strategies to help students, who are graduating from the 
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community college system, identify currently open jobs that are a good fit for their program of study, 
their academic performance, and their interests. 

Ben Castleman: 
And that's a project that's very early in development. But, again, through the context of our, our close 
partnership with the community college system and the data that it maintains, like tapping into data on 
job postings. Over time, we are able to, again, apply the same kind of algorithms that private companies 
use to make profit, instead to, hopefully, provide graduates from the system with really personalized, 
tailored information about jobs that are open, that are a good match for their academic background, 
and that they might wanna consider. 

Ben Castleman: 
Brian, you, you've obviously been doing a lot of thinking on the, on the algorithmic side of this. Anything 
you might wanna add, and, and how that might be useful, especially as we, hopefully, begin to emerge 
from the pandemic? 

Brian Kim: 
Yeah. No, I think, uh... I think you covered a lot of the, the big points there, Ben. I think it's... And this 
goes a little bit back to one the earliest questions you asked me about. Like, you know, what are the 
uses of data? And how are we using these data to help empower students? I think is gonna be one of 
the key features, is in order for us to properly, sort of, run these algorithms and to, to help provide 
students with the most relevant job [inaudible 00:12:51] that we think are sort of going to lead to the, 
the sort of most stable and highest paying employment. We really need to have good information on, 
where are students going after they graduate? what are the sorts of jobs that they're going into? 

Brian Kim: 
And, and having just that [inaudible 00:13:05] on how are VCCS graduates, in particular, doing in this job 
market, both prior to the pandemic and after the pandemic? Just keeping good tabs on this, we can 
better understanding, how these students navigate, you know, employment once they finish the 
program. That's a huge, huge priority, I think for us. And I think a really important touchdown, going 
forward. 

Steve Mullen: 
All right. I'm gonna let that be the last word. Brian and Ben, thank you so much for being with us today, 
we really appreciate it. 

Ben Castleman: 
Great, thanks so much, Steve. 

Steve Mullen: 
One of the most important roles of Virginia's Community Colleges is not necessarily as high tech as data 
mining, but is no less important. Workplace training allows individuals to get ahead in their current jobs, 
or gain skills to get a new job. Our next guest is Dr. Corey McCray, associate vice chancellor for 
programs, that include workforce development. Dr. McCray, welcome to the podcast. 
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Corey McCray: 
Hey, it's my pleasure, happy to be here. 

Steve Mullen: 
So tell us, what types of programs and resources our community colleges offering to people who 
permanently lost their jobs due to the pandemic? 

Corey McCray: 
Sure, sure. So first, let me say that the Virginia Community College has really been engaged with the 
fact, and, and, and understanding of the fact that we are seeing, at our doorsteps, individuals who find 
themselves in a scenario that they need to upskill or reskill, retool, if you will, to prepare for either 
sustaining. Either that will be, uh, th- work in the new normal, or gaining new jobs. 

Corey McCray: 
And so what has happened as a result of that demand, is we have been able to work closely with our 
state local governments to identify resources, such as Re-Employing Virginians, uh, resources we refer to 
this, [inaudible 00:14:52] as, REV. We also have fast forward programs that use state aid to help 
individuals pay for the cost of those programs, such that they can show up. And if they qualify, can be 
enrolled in a workforce preparation, fast forward program. That in a matter of weeks, literally, in a 
matter of weeks, individuals can not only see themselves, or find themselves in a real career with a great 
pathway up through the middle-class, that, you know... I- They might not have had the exp- the 
opportunity to enroll in and take advantage of prior to, to COVID-19. 

Corey McCray: 
So those kinds of resources, leveraged with the understanding of what the demands are for Virginians, 
right now. And what they're gonna need to sustain themselves through, and even post-COVID, exists at 
all 23 of our community colleges. With the understanding that we need to meet Virginians where they 
are, and help them maintain or sustain their employment, uh, but through certificates and credentials 
that really speaks to their skills, uh, knowledge, and abilities. 

Steve Mullen: 
You know, a lot of workforce training is very hands-on. I'm thinking about things like welding, or HVAC 
or, or things like that. How have Virginia's Community Colleges continued to offer those classes, with 
COVID-19 safety in mind? 

Corey McCray: 
Sure, sure. So, first and foremost, being very aware and in tune with what the CDC guidelines are. You 
know, as it relates to social distancing in, in the space where there is a requirement for any hands-on. 
Our colleges have been very intentional about making certain that students, when there is a 
requirement... You mentioned welding and, and HVAC, and the like. Where there is a requirement for 
students to be in a space, we follow all of the CDC guidelines. And what has happened is we've also 
thought about, and put into place, processes where, when there is instructional kinds of requirements, 
then that's often done via a virtual kind of, uh, platform. 

Corey McCray: 
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When the hands-on portion of those classes are to be conducted, faculty and instructors in colleges 
have been intentional about dividing up those classes in a way that the hands-on piece is offered in 
segments. But, in a very equal way, such that every student gets the same kind of instruction that is 
required for hands-on. 

Corey McCray: 
So we've developed, kind of, a hybrid approach through what is a hands-on experience, that is 
embedded in, in our, in our workforce training programs, such that we keep people safe. But also, make 
certain that they have the skills and abilities, when they complete the course and earn the credential, 
that they can be effective at their jobs. 

Steve Mullen: 
And looking at the other side of that though, with a lot of people working remotely over the last year, 
and going to school remotely, have you seen a change in the types of classes people want to take? 

Corey McCray: 
Oh, absolutely. Absolutely. We've seen a change... So let me back up for a moment. Uh, w- You gotta 
remember that at the community colleges, many of our students are working adults, and they're in their 
careers. And in many cases, they want to take classes that are germane to what they're currently doing, 
if they're not switching careers. And if there's a hands-on component, there is this consistent demand 
for those hands-on weldings, and HVACs, and we see a lot of people just retooling in that way. 

Corey McCray: 
However, we're also seeing individuals who want to change the kind of work that they're doing. And in 
that case, we are seeing increased demand for those careers that will allow... Or training for those 
careers that will allow people to work virtually. Opportunities to earn credentials and certifications that 
allow Virginians to sustain a virtual kind of employment, if you will. And we are seeing enough taking 
that as well. So I guess, the answer there is, both and, because we're seeing... We're seeing demand on 
both sides there. 

Steve Mullen: 
And the final question is, as vaccines become more widely available and they're in peoples bodies, and 
in person classes start back up. How will workforce training adapt, and what can students expect? Do 
you think things will just go back to the way it used to be? 

Corey McCray: 
No. I think... I think we all realize that, that the old norm, is no longer the norm. I think what we've 
learned through COVID is that we can do so much to accommodate the needs of our, of Virginians who 
want to retool or be trained, uh, in or prepared for, for careers. 

Corey McCray: 
And so I think what'll happen post-COVID is, we will have more options for students. We talked earlier 
about hybrid models and the like, you know. So w- I don't expect that that will go away. I think that we 
will continue to offer some level of hybrids wherever necessary. Which really does expand opportunities 
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for students who are... Particularly those who are working adults, right. Having the opportunity to take 
advantage of workforce education and training in remote ways. 

Corey McCray: 
But in the case where there is the face-to-face, or the hands-on kinds of requirements in workforce 
training, we will see that r- return as an option, where it is required or preferred. Yet, we are not going 
to lose the lessons learned by COVID-19, which is that we can do this in a variety of ways. And help 
Virginians get the preparation for workforce and build the talent pipeline that our industries in this state 
require. 

Steve Mullen: 
Okay, Corey McCray, associate vice chancellor for programs for Virginia's Community Colleges, we 
appreciate your time today. Thanks a lot. 

Corey McCray: 
It has been my pleasure, thank you. 

Steve Mullen: 
As always, thanks to all of our guests from this episode. Be sure to check out the next episode and 
subscribe on your favorite podcast site so you don't miss it. Thanks for listening to Inside Virginia's 
Community Colleges. I'm Steve Mullen. 
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