
Seattle Colleges Project Finish Line: A Roadmap to Graduation

Grant Overview
With a mission to build a “culture of completion” and to improve student degree and certificate completion and university 
transfer rates, in 2015 the Seattle Colleges District was awarded a grant by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation to establish 
programs to support clear completion pathways for underrepresented populations pursuing their educational and career 
goals. Over two years, Seattle Central College, North Seattle College and South Seattle College worked collaboratively to 
develop and introduce Completion Coaches to their respective campuses, bringing a hands-on approach to completion 
advising and fostering students' personal, and intellectual growth. 

The two-year regional initiative, including Green River College, has successfully assisted currently enrolled students whose 
progress has stalled, and re-enrolled students who had stopped out to finish their outstanding requirements to successfully 
apply for graduation. Closing completion gaps for underrepresented and low-income students on campus remained a priority 
for Completion Coaches, helping these populations navigate academic, financial and student support services on and off 
campus, and helping set a clear path to graduation. With the grant ending in spring 2017, Seattle Colleges will continue to 
support Project Finish Line initiatives across the district.

Completion Coaches 
Completion Coaches help students every step of the way, from 
tracking degree progress or working through changing a pathway, to 
keeping students on-track to graduation through last minute bumps 
in the road. Advocates for students nearing the completion of their 
program, Completion Coaches help educate, support and encourage 
students to reach their goals and graduate on time.  

What Completion Coaches Provide
• Coaching students through academic, financial and/or personal 

struggles
• Graduation planning and assistance with applications
• Educational planning, academic advising and degree audit 

evaluations
• Transfer planning and preparation
• Financial literacy and scholarship applications
• Referral to employment, childcare and funding resources
• Referral to internal college resources, such as tutoring, Disability 

Support and Veteran’s services, and referrals to external 
community organizations

“If it wasn’t for Completion Coaching, I don’t 
think I would have made it to graduation. I was 
feeling very burned out my last few quarters at 
North, and feeling like I couldn’t pay for school 
anymore. My Completion Coach helped me get 
funding for school through a completion grant 
and later by helping set up a payment plan. 

~ Tessa Brusberg, North Seattle College, 2017 Associate Science Graduate 

“I’m the first person in my family to attend 
college, and I really wanted to be an example 
for my siblings and my community. From 
the moment I met my Completion Coach, he 
introduced to resources like financial aid, 
scholarship opportunities and even the Somali 
Student Association where I met friends who I am 
still close with today.”                                               

~ Hamdi Ahmed, Seattle Central College, 2017 Public Health Graduate      
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Natalia Parker
A Success Story 
Entering college for the first time can be a daunting, even scary experience for most students. As a 
mother of two, with a full-time job and a partner, South Seattle College student Natalia Parker also 
felt the added pressure of transitioning back into school as a working adult. 

“Choosing classes, the financial aid process and learning how to juggle school, a job and my home life 
was all very new to me when I first came to South,” says Natalia, who began taking classes to earn her 
GED in 2015. 

Natalia first learned about Project Finish Line when a South Completion Coach spoke to her high 
school completion class about applying for FAFSA and scholarships opportunities on campus. Since 
then she has gone on to earn scholarships, sponsored by the South Seattle College Foundation, for 
nearly every quarter since enrolling to earn her Associate of Arts degree, easing the stresses of paying 
for college and allowing her to cut back on her hours at work to spend more time with her family.

Fostering Student Success Across the District

Note from Erin Barzen, South Seattle College Manager of Retention & Completion
Just a few Project Finish Line’s successes at South include improved graduation application and process information leading to increased 
attendance at commencement, an increase in capacity to assist students with securing funding for their education, and 275 degrees 
conferred (and counting!) with an overall 45% completion rate of students served. One of the greatest impacts of the project was the 
strong partnerships built across departments and divisions across campus. The deep commitment to sharing best practices amongst our 
counterparts across the district led to streamlined services and efficiencies for all three campuses. 

“Connecting with those scholarship opportunities was instrumental to my success at South,” says Natalia, who hopes to transfer to 
the University of Washington to study either law or sociology. 

“I’m a first generation college student. Without having my Completion Coach there to help 
me navigate financial aid and to encourage me throughout the year, I don’t think I would 
be where I am today as a college graduate. Having that support system let me focus on the 
other very important aspects of my life.” 
In September 2017, Natalia became an official South Seattle College staff member when she was hired to become a Peer Navigator 
inside Student Services. Today she’s helping college students just like herself navigate higher education and connect with resources 
on campus to help them succeed. 

“I had such a great experience while learning at South, and I want to be that source of 
support and guidance for students coming in feeling a little lost like I was.” 

Grant Impact
• Since January 2015, Project Finish Line has served 1400 students in the Seattle Colleges District.  
• Project Finish Line participants have collectively completed 828 degrees and certificates.
• The project provided campuses with rich data regarding the barriers to completion students are 

experiencing, which in turn impacted process change.
• Analysis from the external evaluator, Dr. Bob Hughes of Seattle University, showed that Project Finish Line 

helped to close equity gaps in completion for the students they served.


