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Definition of “Program” at Columbia College 
 
 

Columbia College employs the word “program” to represent three distinct 
activities.  These definitions are intended to provide clarity and help distinguish 
between them. 
 
 

1. A Program is an Area of Instruction.  An area of instruction, such as biology or 
computer applications, is considered a “program”.  In this context, the word refers to 
one or several instructors working together to teach courses and help students advance 
toward a certificate or degree whose primary coursework is in this instructional program 
or area.  Example:  The faculty in biology teach courses in biology, botany, ecology, 
anatomy, physiology, and microbiology, and these courses serve as building blocks for 
both the AS-T in Biology and the pre-nursing prerequisite pathway.  The courses also 
serve as general education options for students across the college.  These activities are 
all collectively encompassed by the biology program.  Synonyms include: instructional 
program, instructional area, department, discipline, or symbiotic collection of related 
departments or disciplines.  Uses:  This definition is utilized to varying levels in resource 
allocation, budgeting, program reviews, team meetings, and department-level 
scheduling.  For instance, a “program review” is an analysis of an instructional area, the 
faculty and staff to support the area, the equipment and supplies utilized within the 
area, and the various educational pathways, degrees, and certificates offered 
substantially within the educational area. 
 

2. A Program is a Degree or Certificate Award.  In this context, the word refers to a 
specified collection of courses that must be completed in order to earn a particular 
associate’s degree, certificate of achievement, or skills attainment certificate at the 
college.  Title 5, Section 55000(m), provides the following definition: “Educational 
program” is an organized sequence of courses leading to a defined objective, a degree, a 
certificate, a diploma, a license, or transfer to another institution of higher education.  
Synonyms include: educational program, an educational pathway, or a program of 
courses leading to an award.  The requirements of each award are listed in the college 
catalog and reported to both the CCCCO and the ACCJC as programs of the college.  
Uses:  This definition is utilized by the curriculum committee (e.g. the guiding document 
for curriculum work is the Program and Course Approval Handbook, or PCAH for short), 
counselors, and student advisors.  It is used in conversation with officials at the CCCCO.  
“Program Viability” occurs at the level of this definition.  That is, the college must 
discuss whether the number of students following a particular degree or certificate 
pathway provides sufficient enrollments to support course offerings to satisfy award 
requirements. 
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o Disambiguation.  While a program viability study may be triggered based on 

evidence observed in a program review, in general the two concepts (program 

review and program viability) are significantly different and fall under different 

definitions of the word “program”.  An instructional area is reviewed and 

analyzed via program review with an eye toward “telling their story,” analyzing 

trends, and planning for incremental improvement via allocation of college 

resources, while a particular degree or certificate award may be reviewed and 

analyzed via a program viability study with an eye to discerning whether that 

award should remain an option for students.  If such a study results in 

discontinuing an award, this may lead to changes in course offerings and options 

within other awards as well, which may have an effect on the slate of offerings 

within the instructional area.  However, most instructional areas support 

multiple awards and often provide general education to the college’s students at 

large.  Consequently, the results of a program viability study would only rarely 

result in a need to reassign faculty or staff.  That is, program viability is about 

pathways of coursework, not about staffing. 

 

3. A Program is a Student Service Area.  A collection of activities and interventions 
designed to assist students in their progress at the college is often referred to as a 
program.  Examples include TRiO, CalWORKS, EOPS, DSPS, the “tutoring program” 
through the Academic Achievement Center, and Library services.  In many but not all 
cases, such programs are supported by categorical funds dedicated to specific outcomes 
and are accountable to meeting those outcomes in order to maintain funding.  These 
programs often require significant investments of time and resources for external 
accountability and reporting.  In addition, these programs conduct college-level program 
reviews in keeping with definition 1 above.  For the purposes of program review, at 
times such programs may group together on an operational basis, particularly when 
shared staff or facilities are involved, such as DSPS/EOPS or Foster Youth/Veterans.  
Because such programs do not result in any degree or certificate, these programs do not 
align with definition 2 above.  Synonyms include:  student service programs, special 
programs, and service areas. 


