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Abstract: This study presents a segmentation analysis of the students attending Foothill College in Fall 2002.    The College has historically done an excellent job of describing the wide variety of its students by using demographic variables such as gender, age, and ethnicity.  Using theory-based segmentation techniques, this study extends the usual analysis of student population characteristics by combining somewhat lesser-used demographic variables such as previous educational level, district of residence, and citizenship with variables of a behavioral nature, such as number of courses taken, types of courses taken, and on-campus vs. off-campus attendance.  The results reveal a markedly different picture of the Foothill College student mix than might be expected.  Implications for restructuring student services as well as internal administrative infrastructure are identified and discussed.  

Methodology: In Fall 2002, 19,524 students enrolled at Foothill College, 18,896 of them in credit courses.  Although there are numerous methods of segmenting a population, customers, or clients, the method summarized here could best be described as a “theoretical” segmentation.  The student population was segmented through a tree-based methodology, where the population is divided by values on key variables and then further subdivided in a stepwise fashion.  This technique is very well suited for exploratory analyses such as the current undertaking, where deriving meaningful and logical segments is more valuable than determining the most statistically distinct segments (which often defy description).  

This segmentation methodology is used quite commonly in industry, where customer segmentation is a hallmark of companies with effective marketing and customer relationship management practices.  These companies have learned that behavioral variables are the best predictors of future behavior and/or customer preferences.  While it is often easier to define a customer or student in terms of their personal characteristics, far more valuable information often exists in closer observation of their actions.  The present analysis combines typical demographic observations with these behavioral descriptors, hopefully resulting in a powerful picture of our community college students.

Potential demographic variables evaluated for the segmentation included education level, district of residence, and Visa status as well as the more commonly used age, gender, and ethnicity.  Behavioral variables evaluated for potential use in the segmentation included course related variables such as general course type, number of courses taken, off-campus vs. on-campus courses, basic skills vs. non-basic skills courses, online vs. offline courses, and day vs. evening courses.

Segmentation Results:  Refer to Table 1 below for the overall summary.  After a number of initial variables were explored, two were clearly superior in terms of successfully subdividing the Foothill Fall Quarter student population: students taking only one course, and students taking courses from only the Human Performance and/or Fine Arts divisions.   Overall, slightly over 51% (9,748 students) of the Foothill student population was taking only one course in Fall 2002.  Independently, 4,738 students were taking all of their courses (one or more) from the Human Performance and/or Fine Arts divisions.  Given that this latter finding was slightly more surprising than the first, it was selected as the initial variable on which to segment the students.

Thus, Segment 1 was defined as students taking credit courses in Fall 2002 from one or both of the Human Performance or Fine Arts divisions.  This segment contained 4,736 students, or 25% of the overall student population.   These two instructional divisions have clearly been incredibly successful in attracting a wide range of students from the community to take their courses.  The fact that one-quarter of the Foothill student population is in this segment suggests serving and marketing to these students in quite a different fashion than to the more typical transfer and/or vocational students (although there are certainly some transfer/vocational students in certain departments in the Fine Arts division).

Since the segmentation is hierarchical, these 4,738 students are removed from further segmentation, leaving 14,160 students (75% of overall) for further analysis.

Segment 2 was then defined as students taking a single credit course in Fall 2002 from any division other than Human Performance or Fine Arts.  This describes an additional 5,884 students, or 31% of the overall student population.  The most common divisions from which these students took their course were Apprenticeship/Cooperative Work Experience, Computers/Business, and Social Sciences.  Note that the relatively large size of this segment presents a unique population for marketing future courses; these students have already attended Foothill, and thus have overcome many of the barriers associated with continuing their education.

Taken together, 56% of the Fall 2002 Foothill student population is in Segments 1 or 2, leaving 44%, or 8,276, for further segmentation.  These remaining students all took two or more courses, but not solely from the Human Performance or Fine Arts divisions. For example, if a student took three courses from Fine arts he/she would be in Segment 1, while if a student took one course from Fine Arts and one in the Biological/Health Sciences, he/she would be in Segment 3, 4, or 5.

As a next slice of the population, students already having an AA degree or higher were selected for Segment 3.  Note that there are students with an AA degree or higher in Segments 1 & 2 – in fact, almost 50% of Segment 1, the HP/Fine Arts students, already have an AA degree or higher.  Segment 3 describes those students with an AA degree or higher who are taking two or more courses, but not only in HP/Fine Arts.  It has been suggested that many of these students are vocationally focused, undertaking career changes or re-training for a different domain in the work force.  There are 2,406 such students, representing about 13% of the overall Foothill population.  After Segment 3, there are 5,870 students remaining for further segmentation, who are high school graduates or high school graduate equivalent students who are taking two or more classes not solely from HP/Fine Arts.

Foothill College has a significant international student presence, and these students are accounted for in Segment 4.  After subsequent analysis, it was determined that there are two sub-segments of international students that are quite different in their behaviors, and are thus distinguished here.  Segment 4A consists of the 729 students (4% of overall) attending Foothill College on an F1 Student Visa, who are HS/HS equivalent, and are taking two or more courses not exclusively from HP/Fine Arts.  Since the F1 Visa requires that these students take at least 12 units, it is nearly impossible for these students to be single course-takers.  Segment 4B contains 940 students (5% of overall) and is defined as those with Permanent Resident (PR) or Other Visa types who are HS/HS equivalent and are taking two or more courses not exclusively from HP/Fine Arts.  

Taken together, Segment 4 describes 9% of the overall population, leaving 4,201 students (22% of overall) who are US Citizens, whose educational level is HS/HS equivalent, and who are taking two or more courses not exclusively from HP/Fine Arts.  These students form the final segment, Segment 5.

Segment 5 was sub-segmented on district of residence, as subsequent analysis determined that whether or not a student resided in the Foothill-De Anza CCD district had an effect on their course-taking behaviors.  Thus, Segment 5A describes those students who live outside the Foothill-De Anza CCD borders, have a HS/HS equivalent educational background, and are taking multiple courses not exclusively in PE and Fine Arts.  There are 1,171 such students, representing 6% of the overall population, in this segment. 

The final group of students, Segment 5B, is most commonly perceived as the archetypal community college transfer or vocational student.  They are community members residing inside the Foothill-De Anza Community College District boundaries, having a HS/HS equivalent educational background, and who are taking multiple courses not exclusively in PE and Fine Arts.  The fact that only 16% of the Foothill population (3,030 students) is in this segment might suggest that Foothill (and perhaps numerous other community colleges) is serving many fewer young recent high school graduates than may previously have been imagined.

Table 1 below provides a summary of the five segments determined in this analysis.  It is important to note that there are numerous alternate possibilities for segmenting the student population.  The variables used here were selected because they had a strong ability to subdivide the population into descriptively interesting and logical groups.  Other colleges engaging in this type of segmentation might find a wholly different set of variables would separate their students into different but descriptively useful groups for them.

Note: See “Executive Summary B48 – Foothill Segment Characteristics” for a description of the segments and how they differ on such descriptive variables as top courses taken by each segment, basic skills course-taking, online course-taking, on-campus/off-campus course attendance, day vs. evening course attendance, success rates, persistence, and demographics.  Also described in B48 are segment migration from quarter-to-quarter and a five-year segmentation history.

Summary Statement/Implications: The segmentation described in this summary has already had important eye-opening ramifications on the Foothill campus.  The size of Segments 1 & 2 (over 50% of the population) was almost astonishing to many.  Clearly, the nature of these students’ needs is likely to be quite different from those of students in Segments 3, 4 & 5.  The administration has suggested implementing a different service delivery model for students in Segments 1 & 2, one more specifically suited to their needs.  For example, in Segment 1, students taking Human Performance courses for personal enrichment might prefer to enroll for yearlong courses, as opposed to re-registering for the same type of course every term.

Another key implication of this study is that potentially widespread changes that were perceived to be too complex from an infrastructure standpoint may actually be more manageable.  For example, if you are trying to develop a program for local high school/high school-equivalent students focused on transfer or vocational career, the target population is only about 3,000 students out of the total population of 19,000 students.  If a program needs to be developed for students undertaking career changes or job re-training, this population can now be estimated at about 2,500 students.  The scope of such programs can now be more easily defined and appropriately planned.


Foothill will continue to work with Institutional Research & Planning to refine this segmentation with additional information that will be helpful in formulating future campus planning and decision-making, as well as tracking the segment sizes over time to continue to keep a fresh understanding of the makeup and changes in the makeup of the Foothill student population.

	Table 1 - Fall 2002 Headcount Segmentation Summary
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	2002F

	Segmentment
	N
	%

	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 

	Segment 1 - Human Performance/Fine Arts Only
	4,736
	25%

	 
	 
	 

	Segment 2 - Single Course Takers, not HP/FA
	5,884
	31%

	 
	 
	 

	Segment 3 - 2+ Courses, Degree Holders
	2,406
	13%

	 
	 
	 

	Segment 4A – 2+ Courses, HS/Equiv International
	729
	4%

	 
	 
	 

	Segment 4B - 2+ Courses, HS/Equiv Immigrant
	940
	5%

	 
	 
	 

	Segment 5A - 2+ Courses, HS/Equiv non-FHDA US Citizens
	1,171
	6%

	 
	 
	 

	Segment 5B - 2+ Courses, HS/Equiv FHDA US Citizens
	3,030
	16%

	 
	 
	 

	Total
	18,896
	100%
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